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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
A. Introduction 
1. Why this topic? 
 
I come rather late to my PhD studies of the Hebrew Bible.  I spent over fifteen years in film and 
television production where I read and analyzed books, stories and scripts.  When I decided to 
pursue an advanced degree in Biblical Studies it seemed a complete 180 degree turn and yet the 
methodical tools of script analysis have served me well.  While reading a biblical text I see 
character motivation, scenes and dialogue that inform both the character and the action.   
In scripts, while location and wardrobe set the scene, it is the dialogue that most often 
defines the character.  Since beginning my studies I have spent a good deal of my time ‘listening’ 
to the biblical text, who speaks, where and when they speak, how the questions, concerns and 
responses are formed.  Dialogue between humans plays out relatively straight forward like most 
movies we view.  It is the conversation between the Divine
1
 and human that stretches my 
imagination.  I wonder, if we had nothing else but these few Divine/human relational dialogue 
exchanges, what would be our opinion of the Deity?   
Consider the Divine/human relational dialogues to be covered in this thesis:  The Divine 
speaks to the angry murderer Cain.
2
  In the wilderness, the foreigner and slave Hagar is found by 
a messenger of the Deity who calls her by name.
3
  In relational dialogue with Abram/Abraham 
                                                 
1
 Throughout this thesis I will be investigating the personal relationship between God and mankind as revealed in 
dialogue.  In each of the conversations the entity referred to as divine in nature is portrayed (or titled) in a slightly 
different manner.  According to my research the form of the manifestation of the Deity does not have a great effect 
on the interpersonal nature of the conversation.  To refer to the Hebrew God differently in each case would distance 
the reader from the conclusions that will be drawn.  For this purpose I will refer to any divine manifestation as either 
‘the Divine’ or ‘the Deity’ to avoid confusion.   
2
 Gen 4:3-15. 
3
 Gen 16:7-14. 
5 
 
the focus of conversation is not the patriarch but Sarah, Ishmael, Isaac and Eliezer.
4
  When Jacob 
wrestles at Peniel he demands and is given a blessing by his divine attacker.
5
       
The juxtaposition of these stories fascinates me.  The first to commit murder is the first to 
converse with the Deity.  The foreigner is seen as a unique individual by the Divine while the 
chosen mother receives a divine rebuke.  Potential heirs are dismissed and the legitimate 
successor only promised as humans argue, cry, laugh and demand response from their Deity.  A 
former professor of mine used to say, “There’s something there, there.”6  What is there, for me, 
are questions.  Fokkelman states, “The Bible does not contain one single instance of small talk; 
almost every word by a character is existentially revealing or rooted.”7  If this is true, is it 
possible to find an interpersonal relationship model between lowly humans and the Divine as 
contained within conversation in the Hebrew Bible? 
The aim of this thesis is to examine instances of relational dialogue between the Deity 
and human individuals in the book of Genesis by separating the conversations from the narrative 
through lines that most often inform biblical analysis.  Instead of watching a movie complete 
with music, chase sequences and explosions I am interested in those snapshots of character 
developed in what is called a two-shot – when everything else is pushed to the background and 
face to face dialogue takes center stage.  Through this line of inquiry, I will develop a model of 
Divine/human dialogue that will then inform a model of the Divine/human relationship. 
2. Why just Genesis? 
This thesis will limit the scope of research on Divine/human dialogue to the book of Genesis.  In 
order to understand this choice the focus must be narrowed by degrees.   
                                                 
4
 Gen 17:15-22; 18:9-15; 15:1-17. 
5
 Gen 32:25-31. 
6
 My thanks to Prof. Tammi Schneider of Claremont Graduate University. 
7
 J. P. Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Narrative: An Introduction (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 
1999), 69.  Emphasis original. 
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Much of the Hebrew Bible is considered historical and, while not historiographical in the 
strictest sense of the word, the collection of books does concern itself with the history of the 
Deity’s people.  The narratives then, reflect a “history of a people to whom God has spoken and 
through whom he has acted.”8  The three main subdivisions of the Hebrew Bible are Torah, 
Prophets and Wisdom.  According to Speiser, the first five books
9
 were “intimately attributed to 
God and emerged thus as a body of teachings comprising the one Torah above all others.”10  If 
the Greek term Pentateuch describes the external detail of the first portion of the canon, then the 
Hebrew title Torah addresses the content.
11
  Coates states that the term Torah is derived from 
“the history of the canon established within a specific religious community.  It connotes 
something about function within a specific community of faith.”12  The function of this 
instruction within a unique narrative is to record what the Deity expects of its people and who 
exactly those people are.   
                                                 
8
 J. Alberto Soggin and John Bowden, Introduction to the Old Testament: From Its Origins to the Closing of the 
Alexandrian Canon, 2nd ed. (London: S.C.M. Press, 1976), 37. 
9
 Some scholars argue for a Hexateuch configuration suggesting that “the unity of narration does not cease with the 
death of Moses but moves into the traditions of conquest in Joshua.”  George W. Coats, Genesis,(FOTL 1: Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1983), 13-26.  Although the term is still used by some scholars, it has been in decline 
since Noth proposed a completely new theory, i.e., The Deuteronomistic Historian, in 1943.  Gerhard Von Rad, 
Genesis: A Commentary,(Old Testament Library: Philadelphia. Pa.: Westminster Press, 1972), 13-24.  Also see 
Soggin and Bowden, Introduction to the Old Testament: From Its Origins to the Closing of the Alexandrian Canon, 
79-98.  
10
 E. A. Speiser, Genesis,(Anchor Bible: Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1964), xix.  According to Soggin the first 
five books of the Bible are considered the most important part of the canon.  Soggin and Bowden, Introduction to 
the Old Testament: From Its Origins to the Closing of the Alexandrian Canon, 79. 
11
 Note that nowhere within the Pentateuch does the content call itself ‘Torah.’  “There are occasions when the 
Pentateuch speaks explicitly of a written tōrā.  Yet this usage does not of itself narrow down the meaning of the 
word; each occurrence has to be judged from its own context… The only Pentateuchal passage that refers 
comprehensively to a written tōrā is Deut xxxi 9, where we are told that ‘Moses wrote down this tōrā.’  This 
particular statement points either to the portions of Deuteronomy that precede, as most moderns assume, or to the 
poetic sections which follow, as some scholars believe.  In neither event could the Pentateuch as a whole be at issue.  
Yet it is this one ambiguous reference, more than anything else, that eventually gave rise to the doctrine of the 
Mosaic authorship of the entire Pentateuch.” Speiser, "Genesis," xviii-xix.  Also see Soggin and Bowden, 
Introduction to the Old Testament: From Its Origins to the Closing of the Alexandrian Canon, 80-83. 
12
 Coats, "Genesis," 15. 
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Within the Torah are three basic narrative units:13 the Primeval Saga14, the Patriarchal 
Sagas
15
 and the Moses Saga.
16
  Genesis contains the first two.  The Primeval saga (sometimes 
called the Primeval History) has a universal quality describing the early history of a family that 
will one day become a treasured people.  The Patriarchal saga shows strife within the family.  
The Moses saga portrays discord within the nation.  Contained in these sagas are intimate 
moments where the Deity and humans interact.  These instances are not confined to sacred 
institutions or cultic spheres of sacrifice.  They are not mediated by priests or specific prophets 
and yet they still contain themes of divine promise, protection and fulfillment.
17
  The sagas of 
Genesis are, from the beginning, concerned “not with man who with his desires and despair 
believes himself to be alone in the world, but rather with man to whom the living God has been 
revealed and who therefore has become the object of divine address, a divine act, and therefore a 
divine judgment and divine salvation.”18  Genesis offers a unique narrative window with which 
we can observe humankind’s intimate relationship with the Deity through dialogue.  
3. Possible Results 
In this thesis I am interested in three potential results.  The first is the identification of latent 
elements which may be considered present in all or most dialogues between the Deity and 
                                                 
13
  Von Rad and Speiser separate the Primeval Sagas (Gen 1:1-11:32) from the Patriarchal Sagas (Gen 12:1-50:26).  
See Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 45-163.; Speiser, "Genesis," 3-81.  Coats includes the Primeval Saga 
within the Patriarchal sagas.  Coats, "Genesis," 27-34.  
14
 Gen 1:1-11:32.  Coats defines saga (sage) as “a long, prose, traditional narrative having an episodic structure 
developed around stereotyped themes or objects.  It may include narratives that represent distinct genres in 
themselves. The episodes narrate deeds or virtues from the past insofar as they contribute to the composition of the 
present narrator’s world.”  Coats, "Genesis," 319.  
15
 Gen 12:1-50:26.  “The patriarchal sagas narrate stories about the fathers and their families in their life setting in 
Canaan.  In this literature the culture appears to be semi-nomadic, the religion a mobile one tied not to a particular 
place, but rather to a particular tribal patriarch.  Whenever the patriarch moves, the God of the patriarch moves with 
him.”  Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary, trans. John J. Scullion (London: SPCK, 1974), 15. 
16
 Exod 1:1-Deut 34:12.  The Moses saga “recounts the events of Moses in Egypt, the process that brought him to 
his people, the sons of Israel, the formation of the group into a working unit, and the events of trial and victor that 
brought them to the land of Canaan.”  Ibid., 15.  Emphasis in the original. 
17
 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 29-31.  Also see Coats, "Genesis," 22. 
18
 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 25. 
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humans which will lead to a second goal, the development of a potential formula identifiable as 
Divine/human relational dialogue.  The final outcome I hope to achieve is the application of 
these results to a better understanding of the Divine/human relationship through the examination 
of dialogue.   
4. Translations 
All translations contained in this thesis are my own.  Also note that I differentiate Abram from 
Abraham in my writing when results stem from before or after Gen 17:5.  I do not, however, 
correct other author’s quotes when they do not make this same distinction which, in some cases, 
leads to a paragraph where the patriarch is identified as both Abram and Abraham.   
 
B. Methodology 
The dialogues discussed in this thesis vary in size, content, and form.  They are similar but 
divergent.  In order to study them properly it will be necessary to combine two modes of biblical 
criticism.  Form criticism allows a text to be examined and defined as an individual narrative 
dialogue between humankind and the Deity.  The emphasis on typical features of the texts we 
will be inspecting will be employed to tie them together.  To counter-point form criticism’s 
natural tendency to concern itself with what is common, narrative criticism will be utilized when 
investigating distinct and dissident elements within each text.  These unique elements, combined 
with those found through form criticism, will serve to define the genre of Divine/human dialogue 
in Genesis.  For this reason it is important that we examine the constitutional facets of both form 
and narrative criticism.    
1. Form Criticism 
9 
 
For biblical scholars, formulating a concise definition of form criticism is as easy as achieving a 
consensus on the characterization of the Trinity.  The Handbook of Biblical Criticism defines 
form criticism as “the analysis of the typical forms by which human existence is expressed 
linguistically.”19  Blackwells Companion to the Hebrew Bible admits that “form criticism may be 
the most elusive of the creatures in the garden of Older Testament scholarship.”20  Early modern 
biblical scholarship focused on historical and documentary questions.  John Hayes and Carl 
Holladay explained that “historical criticism had come to recognize that many biblical writings 
‘grew’ out of certain historical contexts over periods of time, and literary and documentary 
criticism sought especially to detect various sources which underlay the final form of the biblical 
texts.”21  These approaches, while expanding our understanding of the text, did not encourage 
investigation into individual literary units using genre
22
 recognition, expound on sociological 
factors surrounding given passages or attempt to identify the significance of faith practices 
expressed in given segments of a text.  As scholars sought to move beyond documentary and 
historical analysis, form criticism began to take shape.   
In 1901 Gunkel, regarded as one of the most creative and influential biblical scholars of 
the twentieth century,
23
 published his commentary on Genesis.  Building on research of the day, 
                                                 
19
 Richard N. Soulen, Handbook of Biblical Criticism (Atlanta. Ga.: John Knox Press, 1976), 62. 
20
 Antony F. Campbell, "Preparatory Issues in Approaching Biblical Texts," in The Blackwell Companion to the 
Hebrew Bible, ed. Leo G. Perdue (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 9.  Also see Erhard Blum, "Formgeschichte 
-- a Misleading Category? Some Critical Remarks," in The Changing Face of Form Criticism for the Twenty-First 
Century, ed. Marvin A. Sweeney and Ehud Ben Zvi (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003), 32.  
21
 John H. Hayes and Carl R. Holladay, Biblical Exegesis: A Beginner's Handbook (Atlanta. Ga.: John Knox Press, 
1982), 78. 
22
 In this thesis, form is defined as the overall shape or structure of the text.  Genre is defined as a conceptual ‘ideal’ 
or ‘typical’ form.  
23
 For example see: Blum, "Formgeschichte -- a Misleading Category? Some Critical Remarks," 33. Roy F. 
Melugin, "Recent Form Criticism Revisited in an Age of Reader Response," in The Changing Face of Form 
Criticism for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Marvin A. Sweeney and Ehud Ben Zvi (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 
2003), 46. Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 31. 
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Gunkel employed new methods
24
 that pioneered work which would later be expanded by the 
likes of Von Rad (1938) and Noth (1948).  In the process he became known as the founder of 
biblical form criticism.
25
  The minutia of the study of the history of the text, as Wellhausen
26
 had 
done, was too narrow for Gunkel.  His new approach gave more attention to the form 
(Gattungen) of the text.  He enhanced the field of biblical scholarship with what he termed the 
study of ‘literary history’ (Literaturgeschichte).27  His work “paid close attention to literary, 
historical, and cultural parallels from Egypt, Babylon, and even later Arab cultures[… added by 
ET]  He was especially cognizant of the importance of the Babylonian discoveries made in the 
late nineteenth century.”28  As Gunkel studied he became convinced that each individual 
scriptural unit “originally had a separate life of its own before it became part of a source in the 
                                                 
24
 Hermann Gunkel, Genesis, trans. Mark E. Biddle (Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1997), [4].  Also see 
Blum, "Formgeschichte -- a Misleading Category? Some Critical Remarks," 41. 
25
 John Barton, Reading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical Study (Philadelphia, Pa.: Westminster Press, 1984), 
35. Soulen, Handbook of Biblical Criticism, 62. Marvin A. Sweeney and Ehud Ben Zvi, eds., The Changing Face of 
Form Criticism for the Twenty-First Century (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans,2003), 2. Antony F. Campbell, 
"Form Criticism's Future," in The Changing Face of Form Criticism for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Marvin A. 
Sweeney and Ehud Ben Zvi (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003), 16. Blum contends that Gunkel did not coin or 
use the term ‘form criticism’ himself.  Blum, "Formgeschichte -- a Misleading Category? Some Critical Remarks," 
32.  
26
  Julius Wellhausen, a contemporary of Gunkel’s, synthesized and clarified generations of scholarly research in a 
new construction of Israel’s history by concentration on source-criticism and the dating of the literary sources J, E, 
P, and D.  His book Geschichte Israels, I, first appeared in 1878.  Later editions were issued under the title 
Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels (translated into English in 1957 under the title Prolegomena to the History of 
Ancient Israel).  Subsequent books, Abriss der Geschichte Israels und Judah (1894) and Israelitische und Jüdische 
Geschichte (1894) expanded on his reconstruction of Israel’s history.   
27
 Gunkel, Genesis, [6].  Also see “Fundamental Problems of Hebrew Literary History,” in What Remains of the Old 
Testament? And Other Essays (London, 1928) 57-68, originally published as “Die Grundprobleme der israelitischen 
Literaturgeschichte,” Deutsche Literaturzeitung 27 (1906). 
28
 Hermann Gunkel, Water for a Thirsty Land: Israelite Literature and Religion, ed. K. C. Hanson, trans. A.K. 
Dallas and James Schaaf (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress Press, 2001), x.  The following is a quick survey of biblical 
discoveries that may have influenced Gunkel’s scholarship:  Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion of Egypt in 1798 
included scientists who virtually founded modern archaeology.  In the 1830’s Sir John Wilkinson copied paintings 
and inscriptions.  By 1842 Frenchman Paul Emile Botta was sent to Mosul to begin excavations in the ruins of 
Nineveh.  Subsequent digs revealed the palace of Sennacherib and the famous pictures of the siege of Lachish.  In 
1843 a German team lead by Richard Lepsius began investigating and making exact records of tombs and 
monuments.  In 1872 George Smith discovered the Epic of Gilgamesh and identified it as a story very similar to the 
story of Noah’s flood.  Sir William Flinders Petrie went to Egypt in 1880 to survey the pyramids and began an 
almost 40 year study of Egyptian archaeology.  During the last quarter of the 19
th
 century French scholars working 
in Babylonia uncovered remains of the Sumerian culture.  In 1887 a team from the University of Pennsylvania 
excavated the Sumerian religious center of Nippur uncovering thousands of cuneiform tablets, including many 
myths and hymns.   
11 
 
Pentateuch, and that these stories and laws were handed down by oral tradition from the earliest 
period of Israelite history until they became fixed in writing.”29  The interest, for Gunkel, lay not 
in identifying the personality of the original writer but in “identifying literary ‘types’ that lie 
deeper than any individual effort.”30  Gunkel made biblical scholars aware of the importance of 
the relationship of genres (Genre), setting in life (Sitz im Leben) and the intention (Intention) of 
texts.  His influence on the field and subsequent scholarship has not faded with time.
31
 
The first major attempts to expand on Gunkel’s new approach were made by Von Rad32 
and then by Noth.
33
  While their styles differed, both sought to understand how the authors of the 
final source documents shaped the tradition and theology now at their disposal.  Both began by 
examining larger literary units with Von Rad focusing on the Hexateuch and Noth on the 
Deuteronomistic History.  The research was “an effort to trace the later growth of earlier 
traditions and theological reflection on them.”34 
Von Rad’s interest in form-criticism was revealed in his concern with the forces shaping 
the Hexateuch.  He saw the books of Genesis to Joshua as one large connected narrative but did 
not focus on whether they were the result of individual narrative sources or a final redactor who 
combined the sources.  He felt that “the reader must keep in mind the narrative as a whole and 
the contexts into which all the individual parts fit.”35 
                                                 
29
 Steven L. McKenzie and Matt Patrick Graham, eds., The Hebrew Bible Today: An Introduction to Critical Issues, 
1 ed. (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press,1998), 10.  Emphasis in the original. 
30
 Gunkel, Genesis, [7]. 
31
 Kim, in his essay “Form Criticism in Dialogue with Other Criticisms” poetically describes Gunkel’s influence as 
being “like the root of a tree, it has produced many branches of subdisciplines.  As a parent, it has yielded many 
children.”  Hyun Chul Paul Kim, "Form Criticism in Dialogue with Other Criticisms: Building the Multidimensional 
Structures of Texts and Concepts," in The Changing Face of Form Criticism for the Twenty-First Century, ed. 
Marvin A. Sweeney and Ehud Ben Zvi (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003), 102-03. 
32
 See Gerhard Von Rad, The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays, trans. E. W. Trueman Dicken (New 
York: McGraw, 1966). 
33
 See Martin Noth, A History of Pentateuchal Traditions, trans. Bernhard W. Anderson (Chico, Calif.: Scholars 
Press, 1981). 
34
 Sweeney and Ben Zvi, eds., The Changing Face of Form Criticism for the Twenty-First Century, 2. 
35
 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 13. 
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Noth, on the other hand, studied the remote origins of the Pentateuch.  His purpose was to 
“trace the history of Pentateuchal traditions from their earliest formulations in the preliterary 
period down to the time of their composition in successive literary stages” 36 with the final result 
being the Pentateuch as we now have it.   Noth saw Wellhausen’s source analysis as a 
provisional starting point but rejected the uni-linear reconstruction he had espoused.  He believed 
that Gunkel’s form-criticism provided crucial access to the pre-literary period37 but concentrated 
on units rather than the configuration of materials.  Noth stated that early traditions were 
formulated “in small units and in concise style in contrast to later material which tends to appear 
in large units composed in discursive (ausgeführt) style.”38 
As Noth surveyed the units within the Pentateuch for clues as to their origin, Von Rad 
looked for an internal connection between these individual narratives.  He felt sagas were all 
subordinate to the overarching theme of the ‘promise to the patriarchs’ with special emphasis on 
the promise of land and descendants.
39
  Von Rad felt that knowledge of the “specific character of 
the literature”40 would have an imperceptible effect on the understanding of the text.   
For Richter, Von Rad and Noth’s use of genre led to crisis.  Richter criticized 
Formgeschichte for “determining textual genres too hastily on the basis of a combination of 
material and sociolinguistic arguments: form = content = Sitz im Leben.”41  Richter argued that 
form criticism, while being quick to determine genre, overlooked and even disregarded a proper 
                                                 
36
 Noth, A History of Pentateuchal Traditions, xiv. 
37
 Ibid., xviii. 
38
 Ibid., xxiii-xxiv. 
39
 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 22. 
40
 Ibid., 11.   
41
 E. Talstra, Solomon's Prayer: Synchrony and Diachrony in the Composition of I Kings 8, 14-61,(Contributions to 
Biblical Exegesis & Theology 3: Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1993), 261. 
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description of the grammatical
42
 and literary form of an individual text.  His alternative was 
based on strictly formal and hierarchically organized criteria.
43
  
Richter’s approach advocated taking an analytical route from ‘form’ to ‘content.’  He 
developed a scientific approach that allowed the scholar to go from word to sentence to text.
44
  
The attempt to create clear exegetical techniques “in which analysis of the form has priority over 
that of the content, synchrony comes before diachrony and the individual text before genre 
determination”45 led to what one commentator has called, “the most rigorous attempt to put 
form-critical study on a thoroughly scientific basis.”46  Unfortunately, Richter’s detailed analysis 
was sometimes too myopic for scholars.
47
 
Gunkel rejected Wellhausen’s diachronic source fragmentation in favor of a synchronic 
approach to the study of texts.  Von Rad took the approach that more was better and focused his 
studies on forces shaping not just the first five books of the Hebrew Bible but included the book 
of Joshua in his Hexateuch study.  Noth, in turn, examined individual units of texts but offered 
no intertextuality theories.  Richter applied his scientific approach to form criticism by dissecting 
Noth’s texts to their smallest details, using the hexateuchal inclusion of Von Rad, and looking 
for Gunkel’s ‘earliest period of Israelite history’ within the exacting genres he had formulated.  
So the problem of defining form criticism remains: how should a scholar travel from language to 
text?  If we accept that form criticism allows the interpreter freedom to look beyond a specific 
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transmission stage and examine certain thematically connected texts side by side, then we must 
next determine how this is to be done.   
 
In his guide to methodology Steck states that “form criticism is meaningful in oral as well as 
written transmission stages, for a text (component genre) within a larger section of text (framing 
genre), and for an independent text.  It is meaningful for a small unit as well as a more 
comprehensive text complex (such as Yahwistic work or the Deuteronomistic History).”48  He 
goes on to explain that form criticism is the ability to set a text in its “existing linguistic 
world.”49  He argues:  
Form critical work does not just constitute the investigation of the linguistic shape of an 
individual text and the parallel examples which appear during the investigation… the task 
of form criticism also includes, in principle, research into the Hebrew (or Aramaic) 
linguistic world as a whole and illumination of the history of text patterns (genre history).  
In this case, work on individual texts is not the goal but is the means and the material of 
the investigation.
50
 
 
For Steck the linguistic world is broken down into four parts,
51
 the tonal level which highlights 
the sound of the text; the word level investigates individual words of the text; the sentence level 
examines the structure of the individual sentence and finally the text level treats the identified 
text as a whole by folding in the previous three investigations.  The size of an examined text does 
not matter in Steck’s form criticism.  The advantage to this definition of form criticism at the 
language level is that the devices he employs allows the scholar to dissect individual texts into 
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their foundational linguistic elements.  It is in the analysis of these elements that theories can 
then be identified and tracked.
 52
   
If Steck’s definition of form criticism allows for some freedom within a regimented 
investigation, Alter cautions that form criticism is “set on finding recurrent regularities of pattern 
rather than the manifold variations upon a pattern that any system of literary convention elicits; 
moreover, form criticism uses these patterns for excavative ends—to support hypotheses about 
the social functions of the text, its historical evolution, and so forth.”53  With the emphasis on 
patterns (or genre) it is incumbent on the scholar not to allow the desire for ‘tidy classification’54 
to rob form criticism of its creativity.  According to Barton “criticism is a descriptive pursuit, 
analyzing, explaining and codifying the questions that perceptive readers put to the text; not a 
prescriptive discipline laying down rules about how the text ought to be read.”55  If applied 
correctly, with attention to limit overzealous formulation, form criticism can welcome the 
investigator into a wider world view of the text in question.  It can lead the scholar “to 
understand and appreciate the role and significance of the faith and practices of the believing 
community in the formation of the traditions that the community would hold sacred and declare 
canonical.”56 
As we embark on biblical scholarship in the twenty-first century the invaluable 
contributions of form criticism as a tool for study has not diminished.
57
  It has however, 
according to Campbell, lost some of its dynamism.  Misunderstandings have developed over the 
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years and need to be dispelled before form criticism can regain its original vigor.  Campbell 
states that two things must be clearly understood.  “First, the decision about the literary type 
(genre) is not an understanding imposed on the text; it is a decision that emerges out of the 
understanding of the text.  Second, the question of the shape and structure of the text is to be 
asked of the passage in the present biblical text; it is not asked of some remote, uncertain original 
form putatively assumed from the past.”58   
In 1968 Muilenburg commented on these same concerns in his SBL presidential address.  
He maintained that form criticism suffered due to its emphasis on what was common to all the 
representatives of a genre and that “unique features of the particular pericope [were, added by 
ET] all but lost to view.” 59  Melugin agreed.  He stated that “analysis of typicalities in the form 
and usage of language cannot adequately be formulated without also taking into account the 
unique features of individual texts.”60  Concern for the individual nature of the text combined 
with concern for its shape or structure must be paramount to the modern form critic.
 61
  Campbell 
subscribes to a rather postmodern definition of form criticism stating that “whatever is regarded 
as an individual text, whether shorter or longer, needs to be treated as a whole, and each 
individual whole will be affected by the influence of the typical.”62  For this purpose we will now 
turn to an examination of narrative criticism.   
2. Narrative Criticism 
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In the field of biblical studies narrative criticism
63
 is still in its infancy (or at least its early 
adulthood).
64
  As mentioned in the last section, Muilenburg’s presentation paved the way for 
literary approaches such as structuralism
65
 and rhetorical analysis.
66
  By the mid 1970’s the 
influence of the philosophically based study of structuralism dominated many discussions of 
biblical passages.
67
  However, there were problems with the discipline.  The specialized 
vocabulary and philosophical orientation hampered its application by a wide audience of 
interpreters.
 68
   
In his introduction to The Art of Biblical Narrative Alter recalls his initiation into the 
study of Bible as literature.  He states, “The earliest idea for this project began with an invitation 
in 1971 from the Department of Religion at Stanford University to give an informal colloquium 
on the literary study of the Bible.”69  Alter records that the session was more successful than 
anticipated; however, he filed his notes away and did not return to them.  Four years later he 
resurrected the lecture notes for the editors of Commentary, turning them into an article on the 
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need for a literary approach to the Bible.
70
  Five additional articles followed in quick succession 
most of which became the basis for his seminal book, mentioned above, published in 1981.  
Alter succeeded where structuralism failed.  By shifting the interest from structuralism to a more 
formalistic analysis Alter appealed to a wider audience and proved the value of literary 
criticism.
71
  Formalism, especially American formalism, focuses on examining the main 
elements of plot, structure, character and themes
72
 within the narratives which allowed Old 
Testament critics the opportunity to develop theories on how the narratives worked together.
73
   
Narrative criticism emerged in response to the historical and structural investigations that 
had been ‘normative’ for more than a century.74  While many scholars believed they now knew 
more about the Hebrew Bible’s composition than ever before, not all considered these results to 
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be an advancement in understanding or application.
75
  The influences of interdisciplinary studies 
led many to conclude that “the standard means of biblical analysis had almost run its course.”76  
Because the Bible’s literary qualities had not been a typical subject for investigation,77 narrative 
criticism was able to open the door to a new approach to scripture.  The focus now became the 
connecting threads that held the text together instead of the dissected blocks that supposedly 
created it. 
Narrative criticism was not created ex nihlo, however.  It is based on ideas that have been 
used in the study of other forms of literature.   Among biblical scholars it is well established that 
the stories of the Pentateuch, and even through 2 Kings, are a literary work of art which is why 
Fokkelman states that “these stories can be readily analyzed as works for fiction.”78  For these 
scholars, however, what had to be accomplished first was to define the method of analysis.   
Within the study of literature, narrative criticism is primarily concerned with any work 
that tells a story.
79
  In the broadest sense of the field, narrative criticism is the study of events, 
“whether actual or fanciful, reported in any way for any reason.”80  Elements within, but 
sometimes distinguished from narrative, may be exposition and dialogue “though any one or two 
of these may be set within the other.  In this view, narrative is understood as that which advances 
action, whereas exposition informs the reader of what has already occurred as background to that 
action.”81  Contemporary scholarship is, therefore, most engaged with the question of the 
characteristic elements of narrative.  “The tendency among scholars is to define narrative as the 
                                                 
75
 Ibid., 7. 
76
 Ibid., 3.  Scholars began to see that source criticism, while dividing texts, had a tendency to atomize it as well.  
These methodologies obscure the unity of texts.  The overemphasis of historical detail often costs readers a proper 
understanding of plot, theme and character. 
77
 Powell, What Is Narrative Criticism? A New Approach to the Bible, 1. 
78
 J. P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art in Genesis: Specimens of Stylistic and Structural Analysis (Assen: Van Gorcum, 
1975), 6-7. 
79
 Powell, What Is Narrative Criticism? A New Approach to the Bible, 23. 
80
 Soulen, Handbook of Biblical Criticism, 110. 
81
 Ibid., 110-11. 
20 
 
relating of an event in which there is a buildup (desis) and a release (lysis) of tension, or, to 
define it as a plot with a beginning, a middle, and an end.”82   
With regards to form criticism, narrative is determined by style, i.e., “the verbal forms of 
the sentences and their connectedness throughout a text – as distinguished from those kinds of 
texts that either describe permanent conditions or define attitudes or express commands, 
prohibitions, admonitions, exhortations, and even laws and prophetic announcements in which 
narrative style is also used.”83  Bar-Efret argues that the biblical world, as presented in the 
scriptures, is brought to life purely by the power of the words chosen to create it.  He states: 
its entire existence rests upon language.  Since the way language is used determines the 
nature of the world of the narrative, including that of the characters populating it, and 
since it is upon the linguistic design that all the meanings embodied in the narrative are 
dependent, it is necessary to examine the way in which the writers have used their 
medium and how they have exploited the various linguistic possibilities in each case.  In 
other words, we must investigate the style of the narrative.
84
 
 
In general, however, narrative criticism is too broad a term.  It becomes necessary to find a way 
to narrow the focus.   
Powell states that objective types of criticism should be viewed as the literary product of 
“a self-sufficient world in itself.  The work must be analyzed according to intrinsic criteria, such 
as the interrelationship of its component elements.”85  The passages to be examined in this thesis 
encompass moments when the Divine and humankind interact on a very personal level.  Outside 
the biblical narrative setting these events would be considered fantastic.  Yet within scriptural 
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literature the Deity and humankind speak ‘face to face,’ internal dialogue becomes audible, 
divine visitations by angels or messengers of the Deity are common occurrences and humankind 
is known by name to its otherwise distant creator.  “Narrative criticism is not interested in 
questioning the accuracy of such reports or in determining what historical occurrences might 
have inspired the tales.”86  Instead, it allows the scholar to make inquiries into a world that exists, 
fundamentally, within the language.
87
  “Consequently, it is appropriate to pay attention to even 
the minutest details of biblical narratives and to their linguistic features.”88  Narrative criticism 
then “takes these details and looks for elements within a story that show a logical progression of 
cause and effect.”89 
Narrative content is often defined as having two main characteristics: story and 
discourse.
90
  “A story consists of such elements as events, characters, and settings, and the 
interaction of these elements comprises what we call the plot.  Discourse refers to the rhetoric of 
the narrative, how the story is told.”91  Narrative criticism also seeks order within the 
composition of the narrative content.  The emphasis, however, is not on exact replication of 
language but on concepts or allusions created by the language.
 92
  Bar-Efrat states that:  
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In every narrative it is possible to discern three strata: 1. the stratum of language – the 
words and sentences of which the narrative is composed; 2. the stratum of what is 
represented by those words, namely the ‘world’ described in the narrative: the characters, 
event and settings; 3. the stratum of meanings, that is the concepts, views and values 
embodied in the narrative, which are expressed principally through the speech and 
actions of the characters, their fate and the general course of events.
93
 
 
A conceptual approach to narrative criticism opens the scholar up to comparative 
passages.  The sometimes rigid requirements developed under form criticism are relaxed 
somewhat to allow ‘similar yet different’ to be included as part of the analysis.  “As a result, 
narrative critics find there is a wealth of information already available on this important aspect of 
literary study.”94  Narrative criticism, therefore, interprets a text from the point of view of an 
‘implied author.’95  An ‘implied author,’ invokes “the perspective from which the work appears 
to have been written, a perspective that must be reconstructed by readers on the basis of what 
they find in the narrative.”96  
 
To review, form criticism gives biblical scholarship structure through Gunkel’s literary types of 
genre and form as well as Steck’s foundational language elements.  Conceptually, narrative 
criticism allows the scholar to examine an extraordinary event as an occurrence that is accepted 
as normative and rational within the linguistic world in which it exists.  It also encourages the 
comparative study of narrative through conceptual and allusional links which, in turn, gives 
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flexibility to form criticism’s more rigid analysis.  Mayfield stated that “it is not enough to lay 
out a tidy structure or to place each oracle or literary unit within its proper literary setting.  The 
task of the interpreter, in the end, is to interpret, to provide meaning for an ancient text, to give 
clues as to its function and purpose.”97   
This thesis will attempt to gather disparate scriptures that at first may not seem to be 
connected.  Utilizing the strengths of form and narrative criticism mentioned above it will be 
shown that these passages can be analyzed together.  Moreover, in combination they not only 
define the formula of Divine/human relational dialogue within the biblical narrative but they also 
shed light on the Divine/human relationship.  To that end, I invoke James Muilenburg’s call to 
arms, “What I am interested in, above all, is in understanding the nature of Hebrew literary 
composition, in exhibiting the structural patterns that are employed for the fashioning of a 
literary unit, whether in poetry or in prose, and in discerning the many and various devices by 
which the predications are formulated and ordered into a unified whole.”98   
C. Definitions 
1. Dialogue vs. Conversation 
From a biblical studies narrative analytical point of view the definition of ‘conversation’ is a 
narrow formula (Gesprächs-) with elements of a vocative call to attention and the response 
constructed with the particle hinnēh plus a suffix.99  ‘Speech’ (Rede) is “a general term 
describing any oral communication enacted by one of the principals of a pericope.”100  Speech 
acts, however, “are simply things people do through language – for example, apologizing, 
complaining, instructing, agreeing and warning.”101  The term ‘dialogue,’ as used in biblical 
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studies, is more often employed in referring to structure instead of genre.  It is defined as “a 
combination of speeches, each as in response to the other, with the pattern of response significant 
for special types of dialogue.”102  These structured speeches and types of dialogue are often 
interpreted intertextually through the use of structural repetition where the pattern of similarity is 
“based on the recurrence of at least one element--a sound, semantic feature, word, situation, 
theme, generic quality--that serves to link together the components of the pattern.”103  If dialogue 
is treated as an examination of separate speeches, intertextually compared or not, then the 
relational interaction of the dialogue can be lost.   
In other avenues of biblical scholarship the Deity is often viewed as a divine patron of a 
household, clan, tribe and/or nation.
104
  This scholarship examines the Divine/human relationship 
in terms of distinct levels of social organization and rarely as personal contacts.  In the ancient 
Near East “the divine-human relationship may be described as mutually beneficial, for human 
beings [but, added by ET] it is one that is potentially hazardous and that requires caution” 105 due 
to the fact that these ancient gods were often as unpredictable as the human beings they oversaw.  
This concept of an anthropomorphic Deity still dominates “even though the inadequacy of this 
‘humanizing’ of God is generally admitted.”106  Envisioning the Divine as anthropomorphic does 
have the advantage of creating tension between Deity and human.  “Being anthropomorphic, 
deities have interests of their own and thus want something in return from their human 
beneficiaries.  Sometimes they want a great deal in return.”107  Wardhaugh, somewhat 
humorously, warns “involvement in conversation therefore requires the two (or various) parties 
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to be conscious of each other’s needs, particularly the need not to be offended.”108  
Anthropomorphism has another advantage in that people of the ancient world lived with the 
expectation that their deities would speak and reply to prayers.
109
   
Divine distance, or impediment analysis, seeks to break the bonds of dialogue to show 
that the Deity’s absence or non-responsiveness is not simply a problem of unfulfilled expectation 
and interaction; it “expresses a crisis in the divine-human relationship.”110  To this end, much 
biblical scholarship attributes personal interaction with the Deity to only a few noteworthy 
individuals.
111
  This belief is not limited to Israel: 
Stelae testify to the fact that ordinary people did not dare to address the deity directly 
themselves.  Next to ‘buffers’ like stelae or images, they made use of professional 
intermediaries, such as priests, prophets, astrologers, diviners, magicians, spiritualistic 
mediums, or learned scribes.  According to the Hebrew Bible the number of legitimate 
intermediaries between God and man was much smaller, though there is reason to suspect 
that in pre-exilic times more religious officials may have worked in Israelite sanctuaries 
too.
112
 
 
Once an intermediary has been engaged it then becomes their duty to relay the divine message to 
the people or individual.  Along similar lines, societal boundary scholarship models the 
Divine/human relationship along the ‘servant-master’ or patronage relationship lines.113  The 
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‘superior to inferior’ relationship paradigm then becomes the archetype for Divine/human 
relationships in ancient Israel and the Hebrew Bible. 
In contrast to these rather engrained views on the Divine/human relationship, the 
scriptures also portray “a God who freely chooses relationships with humankind, a God whom 
human beings are free to seek, a God who responds.”114  While it is true that there are recorded 
incidences of human beings who do not address the Deity directly, it is also true that dialogue is 
a social and therefore public activity that requires the participants to exhibit trust in one 
another.
115
  Dialogue is then a cooperative endeavor where communication between the Deity 
and human provides a medium for social interaction.   
In order to facilitate the exchange of ideas as well as emotions, speeches, as defined by 
biblical scholarship, must be amalgamated into one dialogue.  This then constructs a constantly 
created and recreated reality “which does not objectively exist beyond the consciousness of its 
individual [participants, added by ET].”116  In cultural anthropology’s discourse and conversation 
analysis, the term ‘dialogue’ carries the connotation of all forms of communication, i.e., “to 
communicate in any of the ways that humans are capable of expressing meaning and for 
someone else to react to that communication.”117  Conversation analysis, however, aims “to 
describe, analyze and understand talk as a basic and constitutive feature of human social life.”118  
In this form of analysis it becomes important to understand that positioning within dialogue “is 
based not only on what is said, but on the nuances of the words, the emotional and physical 
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situation, and the reaction of the other participants in the conversation.”119  Even if the vision of 
scholarship defines Israel’s special relationship to the Deity as a national event120 that 
relationship still begins on the level of the individual or household.
121
   
2. Discourse/Conversation Analysis 
In cultural anthropology the term ‘discourse’ is “understood to mean ways of speaking which are 
commonly practiced and specifically situated in a social environment.”122  Scholars of Discourse 
Analysis are interested in the largest possible picture created by conversation.  Nunan states that 
“discourse brings together language, the individuals producing the language, and the context 
within which the language is used.”  He defines discourse specifically as “the interpretation of 
the communicative event in context.”123  The methods associated with discourse analysis are 
very similar to that of form and narrative analysis within biblical studies, i.e., discourse analysis 
is described as requiring “a thorough study of the use of language forms, syntax, word order, and 
the context in which words are used in embedded dialogue or the surrounding narrative.  It 
includes meanings related to the physical world, social understandings, as well as some 
knowledge of the time and place in which the statements are made.”124  This wide-swath 
approach, however, brings little to the table in the way of a new approach to biblical studies.   
When examining Divine/human relational dialogue, conversation analysis is a more 
focused approach than discourse analysis.  The difference stems, in part, “from the fact that 
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[conversation analysis, added by ET] was developed within a sociological rather than linguistic 
tradition.” 125  For the cultural anthropologist conversation is defined as a naturally occurring 
interaction between two or more individuals.  The analysis of these exchanges “aims to identify 
the principles enabling individuals to negotiate and exchange meanings.”126  Ordinary 
conversations, the kind we engage in on a daily basis,
 
are the backbone of these studies.
127
   
Moerman writes, “We all know that all talk is thoroughly and multifariously embedded in 
the historical, cultural, social, biographical, context of its occurrence.  We make use of this in 
constructing and interpreting the sense, import, and meaning of every bit of talk we 
encounter.”128  The purpose of this thesis, however, is not to review the large contextual meaning 
of dialogue but to examine the dialogue itself to see what, if anything, can be gained regarding 
our knowledge of the Divine/human relationship through verbal dialogue.  Dennis explains, 
“Each encounter with God is unique.  Each leaves its own mark upon the one whom God 
meets.”129  If this is true then as we take a closer look at the individual encounters we will be 
able to build a better understanding of Divine/human relationship.   
 
To review, these are the analytical definitions as they will be used in this thesis:  
Dialogue or Conversation, as defined using cultural anthropology guidelines, is a verbal 
communication between two or more individuals with interaction carried out for social purposes 
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rather than as an exchange of goods and services.
130
  For ease of expression, the terms ‘dialogue’ 
and ‘conversation’ will be used interchangeably.  Other forms of communication, those termed 
‘non-verbal,’ or narrative description elements will be considered where they play a definitive 
role within the verbal exchange. 
Narrative or Narrative Elements are “plot, story, point of view, and character 
[descriptions… added by ET]  These compositional techniques are integrated into the overall 
organizational structure of the narrative that the narrator supplies.”131 
Direct Discourse, also known as ‘speech’ is when the narrator or author inserts a 
character’s utterances into a narrative.  This “usually occurs as part of a dialogue between two 
characters but occasionally appears as a monologue.”132  While technically, the biblical narrator 
is relating these non-live dialogues, instances of direct discourse will be treated as defined as 
dialogue and conversation above. 
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Embedded Dialogue, for biblical studies purposes, this is another term for Direct 
Discourse.   
Reported Dialogue is defined as instances where, within the confines of a conversation, 
one of the participants reiterates a previous dialogue.  In conversation analysis this encapsulated 
dialogue would be analyzed separately from the overarching dialogue that contained it. 
3. Initiation of Dialogue 
Berlin contends that character is shown through words of an individual’s speeches.133  She states, 
“Biblical narrative makes extensive use of the speech and actions of characters to further the plot 
and to create characterization.”134  This is not only true for the human characters in scripture but 
also for the Divine and for our understanding of the kind of Deity encountered in the 
scriptures.
135
  However, for a relationship to exist there must be communication in some form.  
The form we are exploring is dialogue.   
In what will be examined here, we will see that the beginning of a dialogue with the 
Divine is often remarkable for its unremarkable-ness.
136
  To begin a conversation, however, does 
require an interruption to something, even when that something is ‘only silence.’137  Often the 
opening verbal statement of dialogue suggests a preexisting relationship of some kind and “the 
possibility of mutual recognition.”138  Wardhaugh suggests that, “beginnings of conversations 
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often involve a process of mutual ‘feeling out’”139 and yet the stress of opening a dialogue also 
involves “the organization of what gets talked about in the conversation and, where there are 
multiple topics to be broached, the order in which they get talked about.”140  From that point the 
process by which the dialogue develops is divided, not always equally, between the speakers.  
This, in conversation analysis, is called turn-taking.
141
  Turn-taking influences the dialogue 
elements which build the conversation into the passages we will be investigating.   
4. Dialogue Elements 
For the purposes of this thesis dialogue has been defined as the verbal exchange between two or 
more individuals.  In our case one of the participants is divine in nature.
142
  These conversations 
will be studied “as normal happenings of daily existence, although they always succeed in 
preserving, by the use of some rhetorical or semantic device, the mystery of divine 
transcendence.”143  Using conversation analysis the dialogue becomes free to present an 
exchange suggestive of a “comfortable interaction, not dependent on social protocol such as 
hospitality, but merely the free exchange of information that occurs when no threat of danger is 
detected.”144 
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Linguistically, a conversation consists of three main elements: initiation, response and 
evaluation with the final two steps often repeated until the termination of the exchange.
145
  
Within this structure, turn-taking provides coherence.  Sidnell argues that turn-taking is 
“perhaps, the most fundamental feature of conversation[… added by ET] turns and turn-taking 
provide the underlying framework of conversation[... added by ET] they are distributed within an 
‘economy’ of opportunities to speak.”146  Between dialogue participants, turn-taking allows for 
the achievement of mutual understanding as they “negotiate meaning to ensure that they are 
being understood correctly, and that they are correctly interpreting the utterances of the other 
participants.”147  Turn-taking participants also differentiate themselves from each other and 
afford the listener/reader the opportunity to discover similarities and contrasts between the 
parties.
148
  While turn-taking is an essential building block of conversation analysis it is not 
simply a ‘traffic management system.’149  The reader must be able to “interpret the sentences in 
relation to one another.”150 
In conversation analysis much of the turn-taking breakdown is rebuilt into paired 
utterances labeled ‘adjacency pairs’, i.e., “question and answer, request and granting, offer and 
acceptance, greeting and greeting, complaint and remedy.”151  Questions establish a relationship 
between the dialogue partners.
152
  They create a ‘slot’ where an answer is expected and should be 
relevant.
153
  In the instance where answers do not follow questions, however, “the conditional 
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relevance that a question establishes ensures that participants will inspect any talk that follows a 
question to see if and how it answers that question.  In other words, the relationship between 
paired utterance types such as question and answer is a norm to which participants themselves 
orient in finding and constructing orderly sequences of talk.”154  Adjacency pairs, therefore, 
compare and contrast participants and allow for the development and/or expansion of a 
relationship.  These interactions within conversation can also be utilized to categorize individual 
identity.   
One of the ways in which individual identity is established within dialogue is with the use 
of address.
155
  Johnstone asserts that “every time a form of address is used, it helps create, 
change, or reaffirm a social relationship, in addition to indexing a set of conventional 
expectations.”156  For the biblical storyteller “the goal [of dialogue, added by ET] is to create 
staged, reciprocal conversations that sound ‘normal’ or ordinary, but actually have a richer 
subtheme of meaning or dimension that exists side by side with the ordinary.”157  Johnstone also 
argues that the “choice of address form is always in some ways a strategic move as well as a 
response to a situation.”158   
Through the examination of Divine/human relational dialogue it is possible to raise 
awareness of the intensely personal characteristics of ancient scripture.  As Terrien writes, “It is 
increasingly recognized that the traits of psychological subtlety that are displayed in the 
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patriarchal stories of Divine-human encounter reflect the experiences of concrete individuals 
endowed with an exceptional stature.”159  As we will see, that stature comes, not from their 
social standing but from their personal interaction with the Divine. 
5. Proper Names 
In an attempt to determine if the use of a personal name as a form of address influences the 
Divine/human relationship, this thesis will be look at instances of dialogue that include the use of 
the human’s proper name by the Deity.160 
Biblical scholars are well aware that ancient Israel spent a great deal of time and thought 
on the origin and meaning of names.
161
  But it is not just wells, mountains, cities and sanctuaries 
that are distinguished by a proper name.  “Personal names in the Hebrew Bible often signal 
recognition of divine attention[… added by ET]  As the biblical names and name-giving 
suggests, before an individual is even old enough to know God, one might be known by God”162  
Matthews further explains, “When people talk, whether it is in a live conversation or in 
embedded dialogue in a narrative, they are not only communicating their thoughts, bits of 
information, or accumulated knowledge.  They are also communicating their identities and their 
relative positions, and they are engaging in active social interaction.”163   
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In the opening chapters of Genesis the significance of creating and naming the elements 
has been widely studied.
164
  The Deity creates humankind in its own image
165
 by  interacting 
personally with elements already created.
166
   Brueggemann declares that this leaves the narrative 
with a “sense that human persons are not isolated individuals, but are members of a community 
of those authorized by the life-giving breath of Yahweh, and so have humanity only in that 
membership.”167  Human membership in a general community, however, does not recognize 
individuality.  That can only be done when elements of character can be isolated.   
In his narrative study of Genesis Humphreys states:  
Naming or otherwise designating a particular character by a phrase (‘the man in the white 
hat’) or even a pronoun or general term (‘the man’), concretizes and particularizes.  The 
character becomes more than a type, a pronoun or general term (‘your son’), especially 
with the addition of a descriptive word or phrase (‘your only one, whom you love’), and 
when given a proper name (‘Isaac’).  The character is then experienced as a living 
individual, as not simply the particular set of traits or paradigm constructed in [the 
narrative. added by ET]
168
 
 
During the creation story it is only after humankind has truly ‘become as one of us’ through 
procreation that the Deity identifies, in dialogue, a human by his proper name – Cain.169  By 
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contrast, the Deity has multiple titles.
170
  These titles are the only terms available to define the 
Deity and, as Humphrey’s states, they “seem to flow into and out of each other over the course of 
the narrative.  The range of proper names Genesis uses for God reflects this fluidity in general 
modes of appearance.”171  The Deity may be indefinable but humankind can, with the use of a 
proper name, be contained in a single word.  The proper name becomes “the crucial factor in the 
construction of a character.”172  It is this character individuality that creates intimacy within 
dialogue.   
Case in point: Hagar.  While in the company of Abram/Abraham and Sarai/Sarah, Hagar 
is never spoken to directly.
173
  She is only talked about and referred to as the Egyptian, a 
handmaid, a slave.  Trible states this is because, “for Sarai, Hagar is an instrument, not a 
person.”174  The first individual to call Hagar by name is a messenger of the Deity in Gen 16:8.  
When Hagar is finally cast out in Gen 21 and faces the imminent death of Ishmael, she, in turn, 
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refers to him, not by name or even ‘my son’, but as ‘the child’ (vv. 21:15-16a).  With the use of 
language she has distanced herself both emotionally and figuratively from her son Ishmael.
175
   
Within the conversations to be examined there are unique moments when humankind is 
identified by the Deity with the use of a proper name.  It is here that the human then becomes a 
full and complete individual before the Deity.
176
  The use of a proper name within a 
Divine/human relational dialogue then becomes an important element when determining identity 
and the relationship between participants. 
D. Dialogue Parameters 
For the purposes of this thesis there are several parameters to be considered when identifying 
Divine/human relational dialogue within Genesis.  The first consideration is the identification of 
elements to be examined.  They are, as discussed above, setting in everyday life, dialogue 
including adjacency pairs, and the use of a proper name indicating an interpersonal relationship.  
The second consideration is then the parameters for the passage of scripture, i.e. where does the 
narrative with its included dialogue start and end.
177
 
In order to determine the parameters of each dialogue it will be necessary to take into 
account past scholarly analysis, grammatical and thematic considerations as well as the passage’s 
overall setting in literature and narrative.  The examination of these elements will take place 
within each isolated dialogue chapter.   
E. Dialogues Included 
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Using the methodology and definitions above this thesis will examine six Divine/human 
relational dialogues in Genesis.
178
  The first four conversations are classed as straight forward 
Divine/human dialogue in the sense that human participants interact with the Deity as part of 
everyday life.  The fifth conversation is seen as ‘everyday life’ but within the distinct 
circumstance of a nighttime vision.  The final conversation is questionable on multiple levels and 
therefore will be examined separately.  The dialogues to be examined are:  Gen 4:3-15 Dialogue 
with Cain;  Gen 16:7-14 Dialogue with Hagar;  Gen 17:15-22 Dialogue in which Sarai renamed;  
Gen 18:9-15 Dialogue between Abraham, the visitors and Sarah; Gen 15:1-17 Abram’s visionary 
dialogue and finally Gen 32:25-31: Jacob’s wrestling dialogue.   
There are four additional conversations that were considered for examination but rejected 
as not including enough of the required elements.  They are as follows: 
- Within the Garden narrative there are several examples of communication between the 
Divine and humans.  The first factor is the setting.  The dialogues we will be examining 
are glimpses of moments in the everyday lives of the people of the Deity.  The Garden 
setting, namely, living in the presence of the Deity, places these communications outside 
the narrative parameter of our examination.  Second, for the most part these are speeches 
with commands but little or no verbal response by the human.
179
  The third factor in 
rejecting the Garden narrative communications is the argument that no personal name is 
used by the Deity.
180
   
- Gen 17:1-14, containing the Abram/Abraham name change, was originally considered 
but rejected on the grounds that, while containing two proper names there is no verbal 
exchange.  Abram reacts to the appearance and initial Divine utterance by falling on his 
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face.  He does not verbally respond until the conversation turns to Sarai and her name 
change in v. 17.  As will be seen, an examination of the dialogue parameters does allow 
for a division of the communication in vv. 1-14 from the dialogue of vv. 15-22 which will 
be studied.   
- Gen 18:23-33, Abraham bargaining with the Deity regarding the destruction of Sodom 
and Gomorrah, was also considered.  It is a proper dialogue in that both parties speak to 
each other and questions are directly addressed.  There is, however, a lack of any proper 
name.  The conversation is not about Abraham or his immediate family.  The entire 
discussion revolves around haggling down the price of the cities’ survival from fifty 
righteous souls to ten.  While the dialogue is an interesting character study of Abraham it 
is not an interpersonal dialogue and therefore will not be considered here.   
- The final Divine/human dialogue contained in Genesis that was considered and discarded 
was Gen 21:14-21, Hagar’s second journey in the wilderness.  The setting and divine 
inquiry is similar to the dialogue examined in Gen 16.  This time, however, there is no 
recorded verbal response from Hagar or from Ishmael to the Deity’s communication.181  
The dialogue is therefore not part of this thesis.   
F. Thesis Structure  
From the methodology and definitions of chapter 1 we have determined how to study 
Divine/human relational dialogue and the elements to be considered within the conversations of 
Genesis.  Before an examination of these elements can be conducted, however, we must first 
justify the circumstances surrounding these conversations, extricate them from the adjacent 
narratives and then identify their narrative structure.  For this purpose chapter 2 of this thesis will 
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look at the situation of each dialogue in light of the following criteria.  First will be the 
dialogue’s setting within literature; where the conversation falls within the structure of the book 
as a whole.  Following this will be observations of the dialogue’s setting within the narrative; 
what comes immediately before and after the conversation.  There will be a thorough discussion 
of the scholarly parameters of the narrative containing the dialogue along with an explanation of 
any differing determinations that might be made.  Finally, each section will include a translation 
of the passage under discussion and a skeletal structure separating narrative from dialogue.   
After dislodging the dialogue passage from its surrounding narrative, chapter 3 will 
employ three major elements to analyze the essence of the dialogue.  First to be examined is the 
initiation of dialogue; who is the initiator and the form, if any, the verbal initiation takes.  Second 
is the use of a proper name within the conversation.  This discussion includes analysis of the 
name, its meaning and use.  Another focus of this inquiry is to identify any bearing the name 
might have on the dialogue or the Divine/human relationship.  The final investigation, titled 
Dialogue Analysis,  will be an examination of adjacent pairs and turn taking as set within the 
dialogue.  Using the tools of conversation analysis we will determine the structure, emphasis and 
character of the Divine/human relationship.  This section will also include comments on 
traditional thematic analysis.   
In chapter 4 the conclusions reached in chapters 2 and 3 will be brought together with the 
goal of identifying a Divine/human relational dialogue model that can then be applied to future 
study of scriptural passages beyond Genesis.   
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Chapter 2:  The Circumstances of Dialogue 
A. Gen 4:3-15:  Cain’s dialogue 
1. Setting in literature 
 
For many scholars the patriarchal saga theme unifies the book of Genesis.  However, within the 
book itself there are smaller units that must be considered.  “In terms of subject matter, the book 
of Genesis breaks up into two distinct and unequal parts.  The first contains chapters i-xi; it is 
restricted—if allowances are made for the Table of Nations—to what has come to be known as 
Primeval History.  The second part, chapters xii-l, takes up the Story of the Patriarchs.”182   
For most scholars, the Primeval History has been considered an introduction to the 
remainder of Genesis and beyond.
183
  Westermann suggests that the unique character of Gen 1-
11 is due to the fact that the genealogies create the framework upon which the narration hangs.
184
  
“Gen 1 has run its course with the creation of humans; it halts, while Gen 2-3 takes up the story.  
A succession of generations begins with Gen 4 and progresses from the first created pair to 
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Abraham, who introduces the second part of Genesis, the patriarchal cycle.”185  The Divine 
dialogue with Cain is our only relational conversation contained in the Primeval History.   
2. Setting in narrative 
Coats states that “the first major unit of the OT contains a narrative description of events from 
long ago and far away.”186  While this quote may, at first, bring to mind the opening scene of a 
famous science fiction movie it is accurate for the discussion of the primal events in Genesis.  In 
Gen 1 “the center of the stage was heaven, and man was but an item in a cosmic sequence of 
majestic acts.  Here [in Gen 2, added by ET] the earth is paramount and man the center of 
interest.”187  Unlike the created elements (humankind included) in Gen 1 where all were declared 
‘good’ there is imperfection in Gen 2.  The world is now limited and less divine.  Gen 1 set forth 
the facts of creation, separating the Hebrew doctrine from that of its neighbors.  Gen 2 then turns 
to focus on humankind and the tendencies toward sin.  The narrative has set the stage for the 
hubris of humankind – the desire to become like God.188  Out of chaos the Deity created order 
and out of order, due to humankind’s imperfections comes the chaos of the life that must be 
lived.  It is the combination that completes the narrative.
189
   
As Gen 4 opens, humankind while resistant is still very much dependent on the Deity for 
spiritual survival.  With the continuation of the genealogy and the introduction of the first birth 
narrative, humankind becomes individual in the persons of Cain and Abel.  The text now turns to 
examine how humans stand “in opposition to each other, the created world and to the Deity.”190 
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For a brief moment we will consider the thematic discussions that have historically taken place 
throughout the Gen 4 dialogue.  The reason behind this short assessment is to put exegetical 
comments used in the dialogue analysis in context.   
 
A number of commentaries examine the theme of guilt and punishment in Gen 4 with special 
attention paid to the introduction of murder into human civilization.
191
  These scholars often see 
mirror images of the paradise tales expanded into human society and comment that “human 
creatures live in strife and instability, a style of life that brings about violence and dissolution of 
relationships.”192  There are three relationships most often examined.  They focus on the 
occupational theme, the conundrum of freewill before the Deity and fraternal relationship 
between the brothers.  The fraternal theme will be examined as we investigate the proper names 
used in this passage.  
With regards to the occupational theme, some commentators see echoes of historic 
tensions in the descriptions of herdsman versus farmer.
193
  Gunkel theorized that the original 
legend did not comment on the piety of the participants for a reason.  That reason was to explain 
that the Deity “loves the shepherd and animal sacrifice, but wants nothing to do with the farmer 
and fruit offerings.”194  There are two problems with this theory.  First, for the theory to 
withstand examination it must be proved that the nomadic herdsman is the ideal prototype for 
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Israel.  This is not possible as “the evidence for such an ideal in biblical literature is extremely 
flimsy.  Further, there is not the slightest suggestion in the text of any comparative evaluation of 
the vocations of Cain and Abel, nor is there the slightest disparagement of the tiller of the 
soil.”195  The second argument that undermines this theory is that the primary tension, and 
therefore the underlying reason for the narrative, is “not between people of diverse occupations; 
it is between siblings.”196    
La Sor states that “the author of Gen 1-11 was not interested in satisfying biological and 
geological curiosity.  Rather, he wanted to tell who and what human beings are by virtue of 
where they came from: they are of divine origin, made in the image of the Creator, yet marred 
materially by the sin that so soon disfigured God’s good work.”197  The thrust of this theme then 
becomes the examination of free will, both human and Divine.
198
   
Cotter suggests that “the reasons the story gives for Cain’s rejection is that Abel 
exercised his free will and brought the best, with the implications that Cain did not choose but 
simply took what was at hand.”199  Sarna takes this pursuit a step further.  He looks to the Deity’s 
reactions to each offering to explain human free will.  Abel’s offering is characterized as being 
‘first of the flock’ and ‘the fat’ also interpreted as ‘the best parts.’  Cain’s offering is simply 
identified as ‘from the land’ without any additional details.  “Abel appears to have demonstrated 
a quality of heart and mind that Cain did not possess.  Cain’s purpose was noble, but his act was 
not without a begrudging attitude.  Thus the narrative conveys the fundamental principle of 
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Judaism that the act of worship must be informed by genuine devotion of the heart.”200  When 
this argument is exhausted scholars also turn to the “disturbing development: God is unfair, and, 
more generally, life is unfair.”201 The last ditch theme to be developed is that the cause for all 
strife in life is the unexplainable nature of the Deity and that the Deity’s motive is arbitrary and 
disconcerting to mere humans.
202
   
3. Parameters 
In 1979 Childs acknowledged that the genealogical superstructure of Genesis had been 
recognized by scholars for a long time.
203
  To this day, however, commentators disagree on the 
exact semantic range of the term toledot.
204
  While this thesis is not specifically interested in the 
overall genealogical structure of Genesis the toledot are important in that they serve as 
superscription to the dialogue contained within.
205
 
The Primeval History is especially dependent on the toledot structure to supply continuity 
as history jumps forward quickly as opposed to the Patriarchal History which lingers on family 
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stories.  The strength of the structure allows for the exploration of the internal divisions without 
threatening the connectivity of the history as a whole.
206
  The Primeval story is built on, or grows 
out of, the genealogies surrounding it.  Finley’s close examination of birth narratives revealed the 
following for Gen 4, “Even if sections of the genealogy in Genesis 4 were originally separate, 
this threefold use of a birth report (4:1-2 Cain; 4:17 Enoch; 4:25 Seth) whose setting consists 
solely of the knowledge formula serves as a superstructure to bind them together.”207  Gen 4 as a 
whole then, is a tightly integrated passage.  Westermann saw the non-genealogical elements in 
chapter 4 as “an elaboration of a genealogical table.”208  Following the observation that the 
Primeval story is built on genealogies “the consequence of this for the structure of Gen 4 is that 
vv. 1-2 and vv.17-26 belong together and form the genealogy which follows the creation.”209  
Coats defined the structure of Gen 4 as including “an exposition, vv. 1-2, and a conclusion, v. 16, 
framing the major body of the narrative in vv. 3-15.”210  
Following Coates, the beginning of v. 3 serves as a link from the genealogy to the 
narrative elements of the dialogue.  “And it came to pass from the extremity of days...” is a 
formula used with particular emphasis throughout the Hebrew Bible.  “In all places without 
exception the sentence describes a continuation of the event, never a beginning.  At the 
beginning of v. 3 the sentence indicates clearly how closely genealogy and narrative are 
related.”211  The sequence of events that follow also depends on elements of structure.  This time, 
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however, it is not a record of birth but speeches connected by narrative that hold the story 
together.
 212
   
The initial part of the narrative contains mostly action, the exception being vv. 6-7.  
Westermann suggests that these verses could be omitted without damaging the progress of the 
action arguing that the “address by Yahweh to Cain, 6-7, is inserted into the narrative; it is a 
warning in the text as we have it and acts as a brake on the movement of the narrative itself.”213  
The action of the narrative may not need the speech but this first speech by the Deity must be 
given in order to strengthen the crime-punishment cycle of the second section of dialogue which 
contains Cain’s objections, his trial, penalty and his mark.214  When vv. 6-7 and vv. 9-15 are 
examined as integral parts of a whole, the downward spiral of Cain’s existence is explained. 
The termination of the Cain and Abel narrative excludes v. 16.  This verse is struck from 
the dialogue for its parallels to the introduction in vv. 1-2.  Gen 4:1-2 gives a detailed account of 
how Cain arrived in the world and takes pains to establish a relationship between YHWH and the 
man who has been ‘gotten from YHWH.’  Coats states, “The mother’s birth saying in v. 1b, a 
play on the name and the verb qānîtî ‘îš (I have gotten a man…”), also notes the presence of the 
Lord.  Verse 16, however, emphasizes Cain’s loss of the presence: ‘Cain went away from the 
presence of the Lord.’”215  From this point on Cain dwells in the land of Nod, east of Eden.  
Westermann explains that the narrative “then moves back into the genealogical details out of 
which it had grown.  And so we have a smooth transition to the genealogy that follows.”216  The 
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structure of the genealogies in Genesis allows division within not only the book but within 
chapters.  In Gen 4 there are three divisions signaled by the births of Cain, Seth and Enoch.  It is 
only within vv. 3-15, however, that we have a Divine-human dialogue. 
4. Translation 
3. And it came to pass after many217 days Cain brought fruit of the land as an offering to 
YHWH. 
4. And Abel218 also brought the first born of his flock219 and the fat parts.  And YHWH 
favored
220
 Abel and his offering. 
5. But Cain and his offering he did not favor.  And Cain was exceedingly angry221 and his 
countenance fell. 
6. And YHWH said unto Cain, Why do you burn with anger and why has your countenance 
fallen?  
7. If222 you do right is there not praise and if you do not do right sin will lie down223 at the 
door and unto you will be his longing but you shall have dominion over him. 
8. And Cain talked to Abel his brother and it came to pass as they were in the field Cain 
rose up against Abel his brother and killed him. 
9. And YHWH said unto Cain, Where is Abel your brother?  And he said, I know not. Do I 
have charge of my brother? 
10. And he said, What have you done?  A voice, the blood of thy brother, is calling out224 to 
me from the ground. 
11. And now, cursed are you from the ground which opened her mouth to receive the blood 
of your brother from your hand. 
12. When you till the ground she will not give her strength to you.  Quivering and 
wandering
225
 you will be on the land. 
13. And Cain said unto YHWH, My iniquity226 is too great to bear. 
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14. Behold!227 You drove me out this day from the face of the ground and from your face I 
will be hidden and I will be quivering and wandering on the land.  And it will be that all 
those who find me will kill me. 
15. And YHWH said to him, No, all those who attempt to kill Cain I will punish seventy 
times.  And YHWH placed on
228
 Cain a sign so that all those who find him will not kill
229
 
him. 
 
5. Structure 
Divine Dialogue with Cain Gen 4:3-15 
I. Narrative elements part 1 3-5 
II. Dialogue part 1 6-7 
III. Narrative elements part 2 8 
IV. Dialogue part 2 9-15a 
V. Narrative element part 3 15b 
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B. Gen 16:7-14: Hagar in the wilderness 
1. Setting in literature 
 
The first dialogue to be examined within the Patriarchal saga is Gen 16:7-14, Hagar’s initial 
Divine encounter in the wilderness.
 230
  Within this saga the Terah toledot
231
 deals with the 
succession of generations and the start of the promise motif.
232
  Focused chapters within the story 
(15:1-17:17) revolve around family relations and desires.  
While the above mentioned family chapters focus on Abram/Abraham, it is the 
underlying theme of conflict between the women that caused Coats to title sections of this drama 
the ‘Sarah-Hagar Novella.’233  When centered on Abram, chapter 16 is often tied to the 
preceding chapters through references to Egypt,
234
 the promise of a son and the blessing of 
nations.  The degree to which the women play a role is often negated.  Brueggemann went so far 
as to declare the Hagar centered narrative of Gen 16 a ‘playful anecdote.’235  Humphreys said:  
It is striking that in an episode that could prove critical to Abram’s story, the episode in 
which the issue of seed is apparently resolved, Yahweh engages not Abram or Sarai, but 
a foreign, female slave of a barren wife.  Hagar’s place in this regard is unique.  She is at 
once the center of Yahweh’s attention but she will also prove to be another byway on the 
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the son of promise.”  Finlay, The Birth Report Genre in the Hebrew Bible, 102. 
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narrative path toward the seed Abram needs to possess the land of Canaan and become a 
great nation.
236
   
 
Hagar’s first encounter with the Deity, and the first full dialogue between the Divine and a 
woman, can then be seen as profound on several levels.  
2. Setting in narrative 
From narrative analysis we can see that the Hagar dialogue is a departure from the main story of 
Abram/Sarai.  As early as Gen 11:29, 30 the reader is well aware that Abram has married Sarai 
and that she is barren, specifically noting that she is without a child.  Throughout subsequent 
chapters Sarai is identified as Abram’s wife and sometimes called his sister.  She is not, 
however, identified as barren again until Gen 15:2, 3.
237
  This is the setting for the dialogue in 
Gen 15
238
 which reveals the covenant between Abram and the Deity and the promise of 
numerous descendants (v. 5) and land (v. 18).
239
   
Within this context the opening sentence of Gen 16 is important.  “And Sarai, wife of 
Abram did not bare to him.”240  This choice of words seems to indicate that the focus of the 
following narrative and subsequent dialogue will return to the fulfillment of the promise of 
seed.
241
  The narrative does not play out as expected however.  Brichto noted that the story of 
Gen 16 “points to the realization of that promise—its first realization—in the heir who will 
spring from Abram’s loins, but not from Sarai’s.”242   
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Just as Sarai was previously identified by her status as Abram’s wife Hagar is now 
identified in the narrative as Sarai’s Egyptian handmaid.   
In addition to foregrounding Sarai by naming her at the narrative’s very beginning and 
immediately thereafter underlining that the Egyptian slave-girl is hers, not Abrams’, the 
narrator will continue to stress the distances (and proximities) of the characters from (and 
to) one another as also from (and to) the God who personally presides over the destiny of 
this family he has chosen for his purposes.
243
   
 
The interrelation between the three main characters in the narrative is a tangle of emotions.
244
  
Hagar becomes the victim of Sarai’s scheming and Abram does nothing to protect or prevent the 
ensuing abuse.  From this point “the attention of the narrative does not return to issues faced by 
Abraham and Sarah, but remains with Hagar.  Indeed, God’s attention is focused on Hagar.  
Sarai and Abraham have sent Hagar away, not God.”245  Indeed, it is only the Deity who steps in 
to rescue Hagar.
246
  Von Rad states that the “primary point in [this, added by ET] narrative is that 
God follows the one who goes forth from Abraham’s house too; and it is a great wonder that his 
eyes are also open to mankind, that he includes it in his plans for history and that he established 
oases in the desert for Hagar and Ishmael too.”247  While some scholars interpret Abram’s 
ensuing actions as evidence of Abram’s belief that Ishmael is the promised son,248 Von Rad will 
not concede to the idea that Hagar’s promised child is the fulfillment of Abram’s divine 
covenant.  “The narrator seems to be most sympathetic toward Hagar, although she offended 
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most obviously against right and custom.  But the reader understands that a child so conceived in 
defiance or in little faith cannot be the heir of promise.”249   
Between the individuals Sarai and Abram, and the statements made regarding them, is the 
seemingly isolated narrative of an ancestress in danger.
250
  “Moving the story [of Gen 16, added 
by ET] from a sad beginning to a happy ending is Hagar,” 251 a woman who is nominally 
described as an unchosen handmaid.  Yet through narrative analysis we will see that the Hagar 
focused dialogue runs counter to the Abram/Sarai narrative surrounding it on almost every level.   
 
Within the structural parameters under discussion there are several narrative themes to be 
examined.  For scholars these narrative thematic considerations fall into three prominent 
categories.  The first is social in nature and includes discussions of power, social structure and 
the idea of chosen versus unchosen.  The second theme most often discussed is that of the heir of 
promise.  The final theme frequently commented upon is an awareness of unique elements within 
the passage.  However, the significance of the total uniqueness is rarely addressed.  We will take 
a quick look at each of these topics.   
First, in terms of the story of Hagar coupled with that of Sarai/Sarah, the connecting 
narrative theme is often described as a power struggle between the women.
252
  Within this 
overarching theme, however, is the odd presentation of the singular Hagar narrative in Gen 16.  
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Humphreys examined the theme of authority and power between the women and Abram in 
chapter 16 and labeled it ‘muddied.’  He went on to state:  
It is striking that the women, who are at the lower levels of authority, exercise the most 
controlling power, both over the situation and, more problematically, the one over the 
other.  The male Abram consents to the authority exercised by Sarai and then gives assent 
to her reassertion of authority over Hagar even when it leads to abuse of the handmaid.  
And Yahweh, through his messenger, in asserting his authority, undercuts the structure 
by engaging directly the one person with the least authority.  But he does so only to tell 
her to go back and submit to the abuse of the woman with authority over her.
253
   
 
The text goes to great lengths to emphasize the social structure within the family by 
labeling Hagar a woman, handmaid and Egyptian.
254
  Trible noted that in the initial dialogue 
between the messenger and Hagar that “matching the messenger’s designation, ‘maid of Sarai,’ 
the phrase, ‘Sarai my mistress,’ indicates the continuing power of the social structure.”255  
Humphreys maintains that v. 9 continues “to underscore the motif of authority/power/control in 
this unit”256 when the messenger’s commandment to submit sends her back to her abusive past.  
Mirroring Hagar’s strife and the current ‘muddied’ social structure within which she must live is 
that of Ishmael’s predicted future.    
While Ishmael’s future strife (16:12) might seem to perpetuate the disharmony within 
Abram’s household, it actually shows a role change.  This is emphasized by the motif of 
‘hand’ (yād).  Abraham told Sarai that Hagar ‘is in your hand (yād) (16:6); the angel told 
Hagar to return to Sarai and ‘submit under her hand (yād) (16:9).  Of Ishmael the angel 
predicted, ‘with his hand (yād) against everyone and everyone’s hand (yād) against him’ 
(16:12).  Ishmael’s destiny shows that Hagar’s present position—under another’s hand—
will not be perpetuated in her son.
257
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The change in socially accepted roles is evident when Hagar receives a birth narrative nearly 
parallel to that of Abram.  The narrative theme of chosen versus unchosen is highlighted when 
the messenger of YHWH participates in direct dialogue with a female individual who has been 
socially described as nothing but an outsider.
258
  Within the greater conflict narrative is the 
underscoring theme that the Deity plays an important role in the lives of the unchosen.   
The second most common narrative theme of Gen 16 is an examination of the possible 
fulfillment of the promise of seed to Abram in Gen 15.  Von Rad states that “Ishmael is not the 
heir of promise but a secondary descendant who retires from the line of promise.  The reader, 
therefore, has experienced a very strange incident which contains a special significance.”259  The 
significance of the incident is twofold.  “God has not exclusively committed himself to 
Abraham-Sarah.  [And, added by ET] God’s concern is not confined to the elect line.”260  
Brueggemann suggests that, “theologically, [the, added by ET] narrative asserts that Abraham 
and Sarah did not believe the promise.”261  Discussions of whether or not Abram and Sarai 
believed the promise was fulfilled in Ishmael are problematic as the text can be interpreted in 
almost any direction with equal weight.  However, the declaration in v. 12 that Ishmael would 
live ‘against all men (or brethren) and they against him’ suggests, to Hagar at least, that there is a 
distinct possibility that Abram will have more progeny.  
The third frequently discussed theme is that of uniqueness but the approach is often 
fragmented.  With the introduction of the covenantal promise we have the first indication of 
Hagar’s uniqueness in the patriarchal narratives.   
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So far in the ancestral narratives Abram has been the only person to hear such talk.  God 
will repeat [the promise to Isaac (26:2-6, 24) and Jacob (28:13-15; 35:9-12; 46:3-4) 
Joseph gets it second hand from his father (48:3-4), added by ET] but to no one else[… 
added by ET] Hagar, then, is one of just four people in Genesis to hear the language of 
promise from God’s own lips, and she a woman, a slave, an Egyptian.262   
 
Hagar is only one of four (and the only woman) to receive the promise yet “this promise to her 
lacks the covenant context that is so crucial to the founding fathers”263 making her unique even 
within this elite group.   
As we proceed through the pericope there is a continual stream of exceptional attributes 
afforded to Hagar in chapter 16.  Verse 6 finds her fleeing from Sarai making Hagar “the first 
person in the Bible to flee oppression, indeed the first runaway slave.”264  Verse 7 contains “the 
first appearance of the angel of the Lord in the Bible.”265  In v. 8 Hagar is addressed by the 
messenger of YHWH using her proper name.  In the entire Hagar story Abram/Abraham and 
Sarai/Sarah never address her in this manner.  To them she is woman/handmaid/the Egyptian but 
never Hagar.  Only after this personal address does she speak for first time.  Fretheim describes 
the event in this manner, “God presents the divine self to her in such a way that she is drawn out 
rather than reduced to self-effacement and silence.”266  Verses 9 and 10 contain a command and 
the promise of innumerable descendants which, in turn, contain two more unique statements.  
The Divine’s “demand here that she should return to Sarai sounds harsh, but it is coupled with 
the first statement of the promises of this kind directly to a woman.  This is also the first birth 
oracle, ‘you have conceived and shall bear a son and shall call his name,’ a formula that 
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regularly announces the birth of saviors within the Bible (cf. Judg 13:3; Isa 7:14; Luke 1:31).”267  
The result of all these unique elements is Hagar’s response “an astonishing act undertaken by no 
other person in the Hebrew Bible.”268  She names the Deity and does so using the term El-Roi 
which occurs nowhere else in the Hebrew Bible.  “It is Hagar’s name for God, and Hagar’s 
alone.  It arises out of, and speaks eloquently of, her own private encounter with him.”269  The 
closing statement in v. 14 is a singular event in which the interaction between a woman and the 
Deity results in the etymology of a place.
270
  The story of Hagar in vv. 7-14, considered ‘strange’ 
and ‘odd’ by many scholars for a variety of reasons, might be better served to be termed unique 
due to its overwhelming singularity on so many different levels. 
3. Parameters 
Moberly stated that “as the narrative of Genesis 12-50 now stands, there are five major 
characters:  Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph—and God.  The most important of these is God, and 
it is he who provides the unity within Genesis 12-50 as a whole.”271  Within this division 
Brueggemann designates Gen 16:1-18:15 a distinct portion of the Abraham cycle within the 
Patriarchal saga.
272
  He did not divide his commentary, as most scholars do, with the direct line 
of the individual patriarch.  He grouped three passages together, 16:1-16, 17:1-27 and 18:1-15, 
because he felt the text revolved around the issue of faith in a Deity whose promise tarried too 
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long.
273
  Structurally the themes of faith in the Deity and the character of the Deity are too fluid 
to sustain a structural parameter argument.   
For other scholars it is the individual who takes center stage.
274
  Coats determined that the 
discord inherent in the ‘Sarah-Hagar Novella’ is a structural theme within the Abraham cycle.275  
He groups passages containing either each woman or both which give him the pericope Gen 
16:1-21:21.  Most commentaries respect but do not follow Coats’ overarching structural thematic 
approach.  Instead, the most common first division is to hold Gen 16:1-16 as a unit.
276
  After this 
first examination, most scholars break down Gen 16 into three sections vv. 1-6; 7-14; 15-16.
277
  
The isolation of vv. 7-14 marks a structurally distinct narrative.  “From the perspective of the 
faith of Abraham and Sarah, the story is oddly presented.  It is structured as a Hagar story…  
Only by inference is this story concerned with Abraham and Sarah.”278  It is this second portion 
of the division (16:7-14) that is under examination in this thesis.  This structural division of 
chapter is understandable if the exegete is using the following three structural themes as 
parameters.   
The first structural theme is location.  Eissfeldt suggested dividing sagas along the lines 
of their localities or surrounding natural phenomena and by the leading characters mentioned 
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within.
279
  Coats commented that the introduction of a new character in the form of a messenger 
of YHWH and narrative description of Hagar’s position ‘near a spring of water in the 
wilderness’ (v. 7) “typically represent major structural divisions in the OT narrative.”280  Finlay’s 
analysis of the setting follows Coats.  “The different locations mark the main divisions of this 
unit: scene one (Gen 16:1-6) and scene three (vv. 15-16) take place in Abram’s household but 
scene two (vv. 7-14) is set in the wilderness.”281  Using this criteria the passage begins in v. 7 
and concludes in v. 14 due to the fact that “the scene opens with the angel finding Hagar by a 
well and closes with the well being named, enhancing the scene’s concentric symmetry.”282   
The second structural theme is etymological.  Eissfeldt threw his net wide when stating 
that sagas which “are often concerned with the explanation of a name may be readily understood 
from the belief in the intimate connection between object and name which is common to ancient 
Israel and to many ancient and primitive peoples.  Thus a whole series of sagas are simply 
etymological sagas.”283  The intervening dialogue of vv. 7 and 14 explains the naming of the well 
Beer-lahai-roi.
284
  The etymological interest is not, however, just in the naming of the well.  It 
also exists very explicitly within Ishmael’s birth announcement. 
The final structural theme, and the theme most often mentioned in commentaries, is that 
of Ishmael’s birth announcement.  This, however, is the weakest of the structural arguments.  
Eissfeldt stated that “The really characteristic sagas for Israel are those of the tribe and people.  
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These rest upon the view that all human communities have an ancestor or—more rarely—an 
ancestress, whose life and actions are decisive for the fortunes of their descendants.”285  Chapter 
16 goes to great length and detail in foretelling the birth and life of Ishmael.  The disadvantage of 
this structural theme is the climax in v. 11 with the “traditional formula for the announcement of 
the birth and future destiny of an important child” and “the proud, fierce character of the 
Ishmaelite desert tribesmen”286 as delineated in v. 12.  Verses 13 and 14 are only tangentially 
connected to this structural thematic choice.   
Combining these structural themes allows us to determine specific parameters for 
analysis.  According to Coats vv. 7 and 8 function “as a bridge between the story developed in 
vv. 1-6 and the narratives to follow.  The story in effect shifts its structural line of development 
from the contention between Sarai and Hagar to an annunciation to Hagar that she would give 
birth to a son.”287  Included in v. 7 is the narrative description of Hagar’s location in the 
wilderness.  This location becomes important and symmetry demands a follow up.  By 
concluding our parameter with v. 14 the structure of the narrative unites the God who sees with 
the God who is seen.  The etymology of Beer-lahai-roi becomes the final consequence of 
Hagar’s dialogue with the Divine.288  The well’s location ‘between Kadesh and Bered’ confirms 
her original wilderness location in v. 7 and becomes a fitting conclusion to this Divine-human 
encounter.    
4. Translation 
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7. And a messenger of YHWH found
289
 her near a spring of water in the wilderness, near a 
spring on the road to Shur.
290
 
8. And he said, Hagar Sarai’s handmaid,291 Where have you come from and where will you 
go?  And she said,
292
 I am fleeing from Sarai my mistress. 
9. And the messenger of YHWH said to her, Return to your mistress and bow down
293
 
under her hands. 
10. And the Messenger of YHWH said to her, I will cause your seed to multiply.  And I will 
not count its abundance. 
11. And the messenger of YHWH said to her, Behold, you are pregnant and you will bring 
forth a son and will call his name Ishmael
294
 because YHWH has heard your 
afflictions.
295
 
12. And he will be a wild ass of a man.  His hand will be against
296
 all men and they will be 
against him.  Amid all his brothers will he dwell.   
13. And she called the name of YHWH who was speaking to her God who sees me
297
, 
because she said, Also, have I not continued to see after he has seen me?
298
   
14. And thus the well was called Beer-lahai-roi; Behold it is between Kadesh and Bared. 
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5. Structure 
Divine Dialogue with Hagar Gen 16:7-14 
I. Narrative element part 1 Gen 16:7 
II. Dialogue Gen 16:8-13 
III. Narrative element part 2 Gen 16:14 
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C.   Gen 17:15-22: Sarah renamed 
1. Setting in literature 
 
The second Patriarchal saga dialogue to be examined within this thesis is Gen 17:15-22 in which 
the Deity informs Abraham of Sarai’s new name and clarifies once and for all that the covenant 
son will be the forthcoming Isaac, not Ishmael.   Working from the classic fivefold toledot 
arrangement of Genesis, the Patriarchal sagas are most often divided according to their principal 
characters.
299
  These family sagas,
300
 while connected through genealogy, have distinct elements 
within the structure and narrative that distinguish Gen 12-25 from those that surround it.  While 
Gen 11 closes with the generations of Terah, “the function of this genealogy is not so much to 
connect Abraham with the preceding events, as the previous genealogies have done, but to 
provide the reader with the necessary background for understanding the events in the life of 
Abraham which follow.”301 
Gen 12 then begins the story of Abram and his quest for progeny.  “Starting out from this 
point, and covering a period of 100 years, the following narrative moves through a series of 
crises to a partial resolution.”302  Throughout the Abraham saga303 a central theme emerges – the 
concern over the promise of a covenant son.
304
  Coats states that this saga as a whole “begins 
with the exposition, moves to a center focused on the covenant between Abraham and God, then 
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returns to a theological conclusion designed to confirm the character of Abraham as it was set 
forth in the exposition.”305   
The central focus of Gen 17 then becomes the defined promise to Abraham.  Coats states, 
“The oath is originally given to the childless family as a promise for the birth of a son, then 
subsequently expanded to include the birth of a great nation, the gift of land, and a blessing.”  
Humphreys comments that the Deity “may have flirted with alternatives to a hierarchy based in 
gender and ethnicity in his encounter with Hagar, but in Genesis 17 he reinscribes patriarchal 
structures to which he subscribes.”306   
As for Abram’s change of name in Gen 17:5, scholars debate its unequivocal meaning 
and purpose.
307
  When understood within the context of the covenantal focus “this new name, 
incorporating the nuances of agglomeration or conglomeration, is then explicated not only in 
terms of nations but of kings; hence the element of royal dynasties points not to changing 
dynastic lines in one nation but to many dynasties in many nations.”308  Within the literary 
structure of the Patriarchal saga this covenant then becomes “the primary metaphor for 
understanding Israel’s life with God.  It is the covenant which offers to Israel the gift of hope, the 
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reality of identity, the possibility of belonging, the certitude of vocation.”309  The understanding 
of this covenant is also key to the dialogue discussed in this chapter. 
2. Setting in narrative 
Narrative analysis often describes Genesis 17 as a collection of divine speeches.
310
  The first 
speech (vv. 1-8) deepens the original covenant made in chapter 15
311
 and changes Abram’s name 
to Abraham.
312
  The second speech (vv. 9-14) delivers the ‘Covenant of Circumcision’ which is 
prescribed for Abraham and his household
313
 and fulfilled in the final verses of chapter 17.
314
  
The third and final speech (vv. 15-22) changes Sarai’s name to Sarah, foretells the birth of Isaac 
and clarifies that Ishmael is not the covenant son.  Within this final speech, however, Abraham 
responds and questions, making this third division a dialogue, not a speech. 
In the opening verses of the chapter (vv. 3-6) Abraham made no verbal response to the 
Deity’s statements regarding his name change or the reiteration of the covenant through 
circumcision.  His submission to the Deity goes uncontested.  The announcement that Sarai, now 
Sarah, will conceive and give birth to the covenant son, however, brings a retort of laughter and 
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bewilderment.
315
  “Abraham appears to take exception to what his God offers him.  He seems 
confused by all this.”316  The declaration by the Deity has opened the floodgates that wash away 
any notion that Hagar is the mother of promise within the covenant.
317
  The Deity’s response to 
Abraham’s statement, “Oh that Ishmael might live before thee” brings divine comfort in the 
understanding that Ishmael too shall be the father of a great nation but Isaac is to be the chosen 
son.   
Commenting on v. 19 Dennis laments that “at last [Sarah, added by ET] belongs to the 
world of those promises.  She is no longer an outsider.  How tragic, then, that at this, her great 
moment, she is not on stage!  Such fine words have been spoken, such momentous words have 
issued from the mouth of God, and she is not there to hear them!”318  The point of the Divine 
assertion that Sarah is the mother of promise, from a narrative point of view, is not that Sarah is 
off stage but that the covenant has finally been defined in more exacting terms.  Humphreys 
states:  
God’s covenant with Isaac seems more focal and restricted than that announced as 
marked by circumcision above.  For it included Ishmael among other male members of 
Abraham’s household.  This one is established with the still to be born son Isaac, whose 
announcement triggered laughter and whose appearance will upset the natural biology of 
birth.
319
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Through this general narrative analysis we then see that vv. 15-22, while contained within the 
general concept of divine speech, can be separated out into divine dialogue due to the 
interactions between the Deity and the humans involved in the discussion.   
 
Within the structural parameters under discussion in Gen 17 there are three narrative thematic 
considerations which fall into sub-categories of the overarching concept of Abraham’s covenant 
with the Deity.
320
  Under the covenantal umbrella is first, the theme of the promises that have 
previously been given to Abram and their expansion here in chapter 17; second the covenant of 
circumcision; and third, the name changes given to Abram/Abraham and Sarai/Sarah.  We will 
take a quick look at each of these topics.   
The overall narrative theme of chapter 17 is the discussion of covenant.  Brueggemann 
calls it “binding Abraham to God in radical faith.”321   Within this theme is first, the expansion of 
the Abrahamic covenant.  Wenham states, “This chapter is a watershed in the Abraham story.  
The promises to him have been unfolded bit by bit, gradually building up and becoming more 
detailed and precise, until here they are repeated and filled out in a glorious crescendo in a long 
and elaborate divine speech.”322  This sub-categorical theme includes comparisons with alternate 
versions of the same covenant as stated in chapter 15.  For some scholars the changes made to 
the covenant in chapter 17 are more revisional than a restating of the promise in chapter 15.
323
   
The second narrative sub-theme is the covenant of circumcision.  It follows and 
corresponds well with the first theme.  After summarizing the aforementioned promise, the Deity 
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instructs Abraham on the new requirement of circumcision.  Verses 9–14 detail the 
commandment and instruction on how the act is to be carried out.
324
  Westermann observes that 
the promise is primary because “the command is based on the promise.”325 
The third narrative theme primarily associated with discussions of Gen 17 is that 
regarding the name changes of Abram and Sarai.
326
  For this discussion, however, there are a 
multitude of explanations for the change which, in turn, take up volumes.  For some, the 
expanded name form “carries with it an intimation of [Abram’s, added by ET] God-given 
destiny.”327  For others the form is insignificant “but this story invests the change with great 
significance.”328  Most, however, do agree that the new names and new promises for both 
Abraham and Sarah shape a somewhat different future for the characters discussed.  
3. Parameters 
Brueggemann groups Gen 16, 17 and 18 together due to their specific focus on Abraham.  He 
does, however, describe Gen 16:1-18:15 as having three distinct pieces.
329
  Extending from this 
point many scholars delineate chapter 17 as a distinct unit including all 27 verses.
330
  
Brueggemann describes chapter 17 as “ponderous, disciplined, and symmetrical.”331  Internal 
divisions of the chapter, however, vary according to the interest of the scholar. 
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Coats declares Gen 17 to be “a series of speeches providing promises, instructions for 
circumcision, and a formal annunciation of the birth of Isaac.”332  If the chapter is divided using 
divine speeches as a collective unit scholars break the final verse elements between vv. 21 and 
22, describing vv. 22-27 as a ‘conclusion.’  When using circumcision as a unit divider scholars 
tend to separate vv. 1-14 as the institution of circumcision and vv. 15-27 as the promise of a son 
and the act of circumcision.
333
   
The most common partition of the chapter is four sections.  Sarna states, “The [chapter, 
added by ET] divides into four parts, artistically set forth in a carefully designed arrangement.”334 
The breakdown is as follows: vv. 1-8 Abram is to be progenitor of numerous nations and kings 
and his name is changed to Abraham; vv. 9-14 the law of circumcision is set forth; vv. 15-22: 
Sarai’s name is changed to Sarah and the Deity declares her to be the progenitrix of numerous 
nations and of kings; vv. 23-27 the law of circumcision is carried out by Abraham on his 
household.
335
  The pattern of a name change and promise of nations and kings is included in vv. 
1-8 and again in vv. 15-22.  The second time the emphasis is on Sarai/Sarah and the promise is 
more complete.  
What makes vv. 15-22 a dialogue unit?  First, according to Coats, is the evidence of a 
renewed speech formula which combines “the subject of the promise for great posterity with a 
promise for a son.  The speech, addressed to Abraham, opens with a name change for Sarai, and 
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on the heels of the change comes a promise for blessing for her.”336  Wenham adds that this 
fourth divine speech contained within chapter 17 “does not build on the third; it takes an entirely 
new turn” and specifically addresses Sarah.337  Second, in the introductory verses of the chapter 
Abraham remained a “dumb recipient of the promise”338 when the Deity appeared.  In vv. 17 and 
18 Abraham again falls on his face but this time we have his questions and comment
339
 followed 
by the Deity’s responsive answers and promises.  Third, v. 22 is included in this unit parameter 
because it draws attention to the Deity’s dramatic exit from the dialogue.  “The end of his speech 
is described much more fully than usual.  Usually nothing is said about God ceasing to speak or 
going away: he just stops and the next event is described.”   Finally, as the dialogue ends, what 
follows in vv. 23-27 reflects back to vv. 9-14 serving as a conclusion to the institution of the law 
of circumcision.  Because this theme of circumcision is not mentioned within the dialogue of vv. 
15-22, it can therefore also be used to define our parameters.    
4. Translation 
15. And Elohim said unto Abraham, Your wife Sarai, you will not call her Sarai because her 
name is Sarah. 
16. And I will bless her and also you will have a son from her and I will bless her and she 
will be to nations; kings of peoples will come from her. 
17. And Abraham fell upon his face and laughed
340
 and he said in his heart, Will a son be 
born to
341
 one who is one hundred years old and will
342
 Sarah who is ninety bear? 
18. And Abraham said unto Elohim,
343
 O that Ishmael might live before you.
344
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19. And Elohim said, Indeed,
345
 Sarah your wife will bear you a son and you will call his 
name Isaac and I will set my covenant with him, a covenant forever and with his seed 
after him.   
20. As for Ishmael, I have heard you.
346
 Behold I will bless him and cause him to be fruitful 
and he will become many.  Twelve princes
347
 will he father and I will give to him a great 
nation.    
21. I will set my covenant with Isaac whom Sarah will bear to you at the appointed season in 
the following year. 
22. And he finished speaking with him and Elohim went up from Abraham. 
 
5. Structure 
Divine Dialogue with Abraham Gen 17:15-22 
I. Dialogue part 1 Gen 17:15-16 
II. Narrative element part 1 Gen 17:17a 
III. Dialogue part 2 Gen 17:17b-21 
IV. Narrative element part 2 Gen 17:22 
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D. Gen 18: 9-15: Abraham, visitors and Sarah 
1. Setting in literature 
 
The third Patriarchal dialogue to be examined is that of Gen 18:9-15.  Here, in the middle of the 
Terah toledot, the promise of a covenant son is finally heard by both parents.  Sarna explains that 
within the overarching toledot “the divine promise has been unfolding in stages.  First, in 15:4, 
Abraham was assured that his heir would be a natural-born son; then, in 17:16-21, he was 
assured that Sarah would bear this child; now a time limit is set for the fulfillment of the 
promise.”348  Whereas chapter 15 first uses the word covenant, it is chapter 17 where the divine 
promise becomes physical covenant with the application of the Law of Circumcision.  Along 
with their name changes “Abraham and Sarah are set to become the father and mother of many 
nations.”349  They are primed but Sarah is, as yet, an unknowing participant. 
In Chapter 18:1-8 Abraham, as patriarch, is the primary figure but in vv. 9-15 everything 
changes.  “The pace is slowed to allow for the weightiness and drama of the transaction.”350  The 
spectacle then becomes the revelation of the promise to Sarah and of her reaction regarding its 
startling consequences.  For these verses Abraham is muted, again, to a secondary role in the 
dialogue.  It is not until after the dialogue closes that Abraham once more takes center stage.
351
  
Sarah is not mentioned again until chapter 20 as the family sojourns in Gerar and then when she 
bears Isaac in chapter 21 finally fulfilling the covenant promise begun in chapter 15.  
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2. Setting in narrative 
In order to discuss the narrative setting of divine dialogue in chapter 18 we must first analyze 
Abraham’s understanding of the identity of his visitors.352  In Gen 17:3 Abraham’s reaction to 
the Deity’s appearance is to ‘fall on his face.’  In chapter 18, while the reader is aware that 
YHWH has appeared, “from Abraham’s perspective it is three men (18:2).  This explains 
Abraham’s actions[… added by ET]  So it is not likely that he knowingly scrambles about his 
encampment hastily putting together a meal.”353  Contrary to this theory Brichto argues, 
“Abraham had from the moment he espied them recognized that these ‘three men’ were stand-ins 
for YHWH.  This recognition is expressed in his immediate run to greet them and his prostration 
before them.”354  Brichto’s supposition, however, is not well supported as Speiser explains 
Abraham’s address of ‘my Lord’ in v. 3.  Speiser argues:  
At this stage Abraham is as yet unaware of the true identity of his visitors, so that he 
would not address any of them as God; and he cannot mean all three, because the rest of 
the verse contains three unambiguous singulars.  What the text indicates, therefore, is that 
Abraham has turned to one of the strangers whom he somehow recognized as the leader.  
In vv. 4-5 he includes the other two as a matter of courtesy.
355
  
 
The difficulty in deciphering this text is the fact that this particular divine appearance is unique 
in its configuration in the Hebrew Bible.
356
 
Is it three visitors or one visitor with a retinue?  Westermann returns to source criticism to 
explain the alternating narrative identification of the visitors.
357
  For Von Rad the lack of clarity 
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regarding the visitor’s identity is “the relationship of the ‘three men’ to Yahweh.”358  He solves 
the dilemma by clarifying that “the most obvious answer seems to be that Yahweh is one of the 
three men.  This assumption would become certainty when in chs. 18:22 and 19:1, after 
Yahweh’s departure, the ‘two messengers’ come to Sodom.”359  For many scholars the exact 
moment of recognition of the Deity by both Abraham and Sarah is uncertain.
360
  What is certain 
from these arguments, however, is that the Deity is present even if the representation and 
recognition cannot readily be defined.
361
   
The opening lines of chapter 18 indicate that interaction with the Deity in this chapter is 
not a ‘chance encounter.’362  Abraham, seated in the door of his tent, raises his eyes to see three 
visitors standing before him.  He is solicitous to them and eager to please.  A meal is prepared 
and shared.  The dialogue that follows the meal, however, seems to make Abraham superfluous.  
Focusing on Sarah and her reactions, Abraham is only mentioned as a type of mediator between 
the Divine and Sarah.  The narrative then returns to Abraham, the visitors, and specifically the 
Deity, as the relative righteousness of Sodom is debated.    
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The fact that the narration is unclear as to exactly when Abraham and Sarah recognize 
their visitors as Divine only increases the overall tension and irony of the story.  There is tension 
in that once again disbelief, awe or possibly doubt are expressed when Sarah laughs
363
 and then 
directly challenges the Deity.  Irony because the overall Abraham/Sarah narrative is a “story 
about a call embraced.  But in this central narrative, the call is not embraced.  It is rejected as 
nonsensical.”364  The discussion in the presence of Sarah, however, makes this account different 
from chapter 17.
365
   This change of focus is not crucial to the narrative through line, but it is 
vital to the dialogue.   
The conclusion of the dialogue in v. 15 is abrupt and seemingly incomplete.  Fretheim 
suggests that “the narrator’s intent may well be to leave the reader (as well as Sarah and 
Abraham) in a state of some uncertainty as to how God’s future will work itself out.”366  
Consider the following verses where Abraham takes on the role of intercessor for the city of 
Sodom.
 367
  The dialogue of Gen 18, however, focuses on the individual Sarah and her ability to 
procreate at her advanced age.  Verses 16-23 then focus on a larger issue, that of “God’s 
treatment of any righteous one (not merely Lot) in his judgment of the wicked.”368  Instead of 
focusing on the relationship of the individual to the Divine, the narrative now explores the theme 
of individual and society in relation to their Deity’s declarations of righteousness.369 Throughout 
the chapter the narrative shows “great interest in the human frame of mind and the temptation 
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into which men were lead precisely in their capacity as recipients of promise”370 all of which is 
linked by the Divine visitors.   
 
With the structural parameters of chapter 18 defined most often as vv. 1-8, 9-15 and 16-23 what 
remains is to discuss the narrative thematic discussions contained within our divine dialogue.  
The most common overarching theme for this chapter is that of hospitality.
371
  Contained within 
this theme is the birth announcement to Sarah which can be considered a subset of hospitality as 
a good portion of the dialogue is directly engaged with her hospitable or inhospitable reception 
of the divine declaration.   
The opening verses of chapter 18 describe Abraham’s hospitality in detail.  “While 
Abraham is generous and just, God is even more so.”372  This divine generosity takes the 
narrative form of the blessed birth announcement which has been crafted in such a way as to 
emphasize the miraculousness of the promise.
373
  Brueggemann observes that “the story is 
constructed to present the tension between this inscrutable speech of God (that comes as 
promise) and the resistance and mockery of Abraham and Sarah who doubt the word and cannot 
believe the promise.”374   
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Sarah’s reaction to this birth announcement is somewhat understandable.375  “In a world 
in which children were a woman’s status and in which childlessness was regarded as a virtual 
sign of divine disfavor”376 Sarah now learns firsthand, although somewhat surreptitiously, that 
she is to be the only mother of the covenant son.  While Abraham had a similar reaction to the 
promise in chapter 17 here “the form of the announcement with its dramatic sense of amazement 
matches its substance.  The surprise is yet another speech-event in which the world of Abraham 
and Sarah is decisively changed.  Their world of barrenness is shattered by a new possibility that 
lies outside the reasonable expectation of their perceptual field.”377  The hospitality of the Deity 
in the form of the birth announcement is given directly to Abraham.  It is, however, intended for 
Sarah specifically.
378
   
3. Parameters 
The parameters for chapter 18 are relatively straight forward.
379
  On a large scale, linking the 
appearances of Abraham and Lot, some scholars consider Gen 18:1-19:38 to be a unit.
380
  Sarna 
treats Gen 18:1-33 as a whole unit separate from the report of Lot in Sodom in Gen 19.
381
  
Within chapter 18 most scholars create two or three individual sections with the most common 
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breaks being vv. 1-15 and vv. 16-33 or vv. 1-8, 9-15 and vv. 16-33.
382
  For scholars choosing to 
separate vv. 1-8 from 9-15, vv. 1-8 are often described as the ‘hospitality’ verses.383  
Brueggemann, however, sees vv. 1-8 as only setting the stage for the birth announcement given 
in v. 10.
384
 
Now that the meal has concluded, Gunkel sees vv. 9-15 as a reward given to Abraham for 
passing a test of hospitality ‘admirably.’385 For Wenham, however, the true purpose of the visit 
becomes evident
386
 as the discussion turns toward Sarah and her reception of the birth 
announcement.  For the purposes of our analysis of the dialogue in Gen 18 it is simple enough to 
define our narrative dialogue parameters as vv. 9-15.  Within these verses it is also interesting to 
note that the theme of hospitality can be stretched to include not only receiving guests but the 
words they speak as well. 
4. Translation 
9. And they
387
 said to him, Where is Sarah your wife?  And he said, Behold, in the tent.   
10. And he said, I will return to you in the living season and behold Sarah, your wife, will 
bear a son.  And Sarah heard in the doorway of the tent behind him.
388
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11. And Abraham and Sarah were old.  It had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of 
women.
389
 
12. And Sarah laughed within herself saying,
390
 I am worn out of pleasure
391
 and my lord is 
old?
392
  
13. And YHWH said unto Abraham, Why did Sarah laugh? saying, Really? Will I bear when 
I am old?
393
 
14. Is a thing difficult
394
 for YHWH?  At the appointed time I will return to you, at that time 
of life
395
 Sarah will have a son. 
15. And Sarah deceived
396
 saying, I did not laugh because she feared and he
397
 said, Yes,
398
 
you laughed. 
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i. Structure 
Divine Dialogue with Abraham Gen 18:9-15 
I. Dialogue part 1 Gen 18:9-10a 
II. Narrative element Gen 18:10b-11 
III. Dialogue part 2 Gen 18:12-15 
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E. Gen 15:1-17: Abram’s visionary dialogue 
1. Setting in literature 
As previously explained, Genesis is most often divided into two main parts: The Primeval 
History (Gen 1-11) and the Patriarchal Sagas (Gen 12-50).   Within the Patriarchal Sagas the 
Abrahamic narrative comprises chapters 12:1-25:18.  From a literary standpoint Gen 15 is 
considered pivotal.
399
  Overall the focus of the larger arc is the covenant promise as given to the 
Patriarch and its eventual fruition.  Within this arc, chapter 15 plays a crucial role in that it ties 
the promise of land and seed to the promise of a ‘great reward’ and lays “the foundation of 
Israel’s entire history.” 400   
For Coats, Gen 15 is isolated from other chapters by its structure.  He explains that it 
“does not develop the stages of a tale; it reveals no plot of a story; it is not narrative.”  He 
continues, seeing the chapter as highly formulaic, “composed entirely of speeches[… added by 
ET] arranged in a rather loose order.”401  These speeches include the dialogue which we are 
examining.  The conversation, the first between Abram and YHWH, “allows Abram to express 
his views on the development of the nationhood promise.  Previously his actions and words have 
given indirect indicators of his perceptions.”402  It is interesting to note that the promise will not 
benefit Abraham directly.  It is his descendants who will, in fact, inherit the land of Canaan.  
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As Fretheim shows it is clear from the extensive listing of divine promises within the 
Abrahamic arc that “God’s promises play a central role in the story.”403  Here, within the literary 
confines of chapter 15, however, the promise of land and seed are inextricably bound.  
Williamson explains, “The effect of [the, added by ET] symmetry between the two distinct units 
of the chapter is to bind the promise of seed and the promise of land together in such a way that 
the fulfillment of the latter is absolutely dependent on the fulfillment of the former.”404  For this 
reason the promise of a single son is extended to the promise of descendants becoming as 
numerous as the physical stars through multiple generations.
405
   
Gen 15 also includes the first Abrahamic covenant ceremony.  “For the first time in the 
history of religions, God becomes the contracting party, promising a national territory to a people 
yet unborn.  This pledge constitutes the main historic title of the Jewish people to its land, a title 
that is unconditional and irrevocable, secured by a divine covenant whose validity transcends 
space and time.”406  The promises made in previous chapters are here, in chapter 15, solidified.  
Literarily, the chapter as a whole constitutes “the ‘great reward’ promised to the patriarch.”407   
2. Setting in narrative 
The narrative setting for Gen 15 is intricately woven into the fabric of the Abraham Saga.  Coats 
describes chapters 12 to 16 as narratives that “develop family relationships.”408  For Cotter it is 
chapters 15 and 17 that combine to form “the heart of the stories about the first generation of the 
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family God has chosen.”409  Throughout all of these chapters, and well into the remainder of 
Abraham Saga, the twin themes of the promise of land and seed are distinct, creating a 
fundamental structural element within the patriarchal promises.
410
  But it is not only the patriarch 
who benefits from the thematic emphasis.  Fretheim observed, “The promises are spoken about 
several people, including chosen as well as unchosen (Ishmael).  The promises focus on several 
themes (descendants, name, nation[s, added by ET], kings, blessing) and the promises for chosen 
and nonchosen are remarkably similar.”411  
Within these chapters, for those chosen, unchosen or marginalized, the theme of seed or 
lack thereof is most prominent.  Davidson argues that Gen 15 harkens back to the “concluding 
section of chapter 13 (vv. 14-18)” where the promise of Abram’s future multitude of seed is 
compared to the dust of the earth and the breadth of his land is described.
412
  The slight 
expansion of the promise in Gen 12:1-3, 7 sets up the narratives of chapters 15 to 18 where 
human insight stresses the fact that the promise has yet to be fulfilled.  Gunkel stated, “The 
legends in chaps. 15, 16, and 18 relate to one another in the use of this [‘no descendant’, added 
by ET] motif.  Abraham does not articulate a request for children.  Reverence hinders him from 
requesting explicitly.  He can only complain.”413  Brueggemann, however, argues that barrenness 
is the issue at the center of chapter 15.
414
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The concern over the lack of an heir is underlined in light of the narrative of chapter 14.  
Focusing on Lot’s captivity and rescue, Gen 14:16, describes Abram returning home after 
successfully liberating Lot ‘his brother.’  From this incident Turner observed,    
Abram’s concern for Lot in ch. 14 had once again illustrated how important to Abram his 
nephew was for the establishment of the promised great nation.  Therefore, the rendering 
of 15:2-3 in modern translations take us by surprise.  In response to Yahweh’s 
announcement that his ‘reward shall be very great’ (15:1b), Abram counters that he still 
has no offspring and that ‘the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus’ (15:2b), adding ‘a 
slave born in my house is to be my heir’ (15:3b).  Such translations seem to leave Lot 
entirely out of the picture by introducing an unknown character, Eliezer.
415
   
 
The Deity’s detailed response in Gen 15:4 effectively ‘unchooses’ both Eliezer and Lot from the 
line of inheritance.  Therefore, while the exclusion is specifically stated, the fulfillment is not.  
Chapters 16 and 18 must come to pass before the concern is addressed directly. 
Returning again to the initial promises of Gen 12, it must be remembered that “God has 
promised ‘seed,’ not simply ‘heir.’”416  Coats defines the promise of a son as an oracle of 
salvation and the promise for land, introduced in Gen 12:7, as the first in a series of oaths to 
Abram.
417
  These land oaths include a command to look and walk the land from north to south, 
east to west ‘for I will give it unto thee’ (Gen 13:14, 17), the land from ‘the river of Egypt unto 
the great river, the river Euphrates’ (Gen 15:18), and ‘all the land of Canaan’ (Gen 17:8).  There 
is a difference, however, in chapter 15.  The promise is accompanied by a ‘solemn assurance’ in 
vv. 13-16.
418
  This assurance, if it can be called such, includes a description of suffering, 
alienation, enslavement and considerable delay in the fulfillment of the promise of land.  The one 
receiving the promise will not live to obtain it.  Abram’s relationship with the land will not be 
                                                 
415
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personal.  The land and its occupation by Abram’s descendants are tied to a much larger divine 
purpose. 
Within the narrative arc of Gen 12–18 chapter 15 is detached to a certain extent by its 
theological emphasis.  Von Rad calls vv. 13-16, “a cabinet piece of Old Testament theology of 
history.”419  Davidson observed that these same verses “are designed to answer questions that 
must have troubled readers of the Abram stories.  If God promises the land to Abram, why was 
there such a long delay in the land coming into the possession of Abram’s descendants?”420  For 
Sarna the inclusion of the three stages of suffering and redemption, i.e. alienation, enslavement, 
and oppression followed by judgment of the oppressor, the Exodus, and settlement in Promised 
Land has a true purpose.  “It is obvious that the biblical conception of the origins and growth of 
the people of Israel—the idea of nationhood resulting from a process of natural proliferation 
rather than through the amalgamation or confederacy of existing tribes—means that the 
realization of the divine promises can be envisaged as taking place only after the passage of 
many years.”421   
Throughout the narrative of Gen 12-18 the promise of land and seed is prominent.  The 
fact that each reiteration seems to build on the previous announcement is obvious.  However, 
within this narrative framework, chapter 15 and the Divine/human relational dialogue it contains, 
addresses details undeclared in other passages. These features highlight the Deity’s plan and 
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purpose for the humans involved but does not yet specify through whom or when the fulfillment 
will take place.  That is left for future chapters.
422
 
 
Within the parameters of chapter 15 there are three common narrative thematic discussions that 
occupy scholars: the double covenant promise of land and seed, the parallel structure of the two 
chapter sections and the possible significance of the described ritual.  We have already 
examined, to a certain extent, the twin covenant promises so it will only be touched on briefly 
here.  The parallel structure as well as the covenant ritual and its significance will be looked at in 
more depth. 
For most scholars the prominent theme within chapter 15 is the reiteration and expansion 
of the covenant promise for an heir and land.
423
  While many scholars divide the chapter into two 
distinct parts (vv. 1-6 and 7-21) and examine each promise separately it must be noted that the 
promises of land and seed are in concert with each other in both sections.  “Neither of these two 
aspects of the patriarchal promise stands on its own.”424  Because these two divine expressions 
are so intimately intertwined the result has led scholars to a second prominent narrative thematic 
discussion: the parallel structure of the chapter.   
                                                 
422
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Westermann considers the chapter’s two sections as distinct, independent and self-
contained narratives.
425
  Williamson concurs but admits that while the promises are separate 
segments they are “broadly parallel.”426  Coats argues that “one can recognize two segments of 
speeches that hang together, each as a dialogue between Yahweh and Abram.  The two segments 
develop parallel lines and, though embracing quite diverse traditions, qualify as 
complements.”427     These complementary parallels tie the segments together for a reason.  
Brueggemann suggests that “in their present form verses 1-6 and 7-21 may be considered as the 
relation between an act of commitment and dramatic affirmation of that commitment.”428   
There are numerous investigations into this parallel structure and most describe the 
structure as: divine promise (vv. 1, 7), Abram’s questions or concerns (vv. 2-3, 8), the Deity’s 
response containing reassurance and promises (vv. 4-5, 9-17 or through to v. 21).
429
  The Deity’s 
initiation of dialogue in both vv. 1 and 7 includes a form of self-identification.
430
  Abram’s 
questions and concerns, first for an heir and then for his promised land, are followed by the 
Deity’s detailed response.  Scholarship, however, often sees these detailed responses as 
referencing the Exodus.
 431
   
Abraham’s exodus from his homeland to a foreign land (v. 7) finds a chiastic parallel in 
his descendants’ exodus from a foreign land (v. 13) to their homeland.  The double 
blessing for Abraham’s descendants alluded to in v. 14 and v. 16 mirrors the double 
‘curse’ anticipated in vv. 2-3.  The repetitions in vv. 13-16 are not superfluous; rather, the 
information about Abraham’s descendants being ‘strangers in a land which is not their 
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own’ (v. 13) serves as a subtle reaffirmation of the two different aspects which unite the 
chapter as a whole.
432
  
 
The reference to the Exodus is not without merit.  In v. 7 the Deity self-identifies and then states, 
“I brought thee out from Ur of Chaldees.”  The phrase ‘I brought you out’ “occurs twenty-two 
times in the Pentateuch.  In every case except this one the reference is to God bringing Israel out 
of Egypt.”433  There are arguments against a direct correlation however.   
Westermann agrees that the self-presentation formula resembles “Exodus 20:2; 
Deuteronomy 5:6; and especially Leviticus 25:38.”434  Von Rad, however, states that any 
similitude between the passages ends there.  Any relation between Gen 15:16 and Exod 12:40 is 
unclear, especially in light of the translation difficulties of the word ‘generation’ (dōr).435  Gen 
15:14 also triggers disagreement.  Sarna states that the divine judgments received by the nation 
whom the Hebrews will serve is a reference “to the plagues, which are so referred to in Exodus 
6:6, 7:4, and 12:12.”436  Westermann, on the other hand, categorically states that v. 14 “can 
scarcely be a reference to the plagues, because they occur in the context of the liberation of 
Israel.  The sentence is to be understood in the same sense as v. 16b; it concerns God’s just 
action in the history of the nations.”437  A significant justification can be effectively built for 
either argument depending on the view of the scholar.   
The third narrative theme often discussed by scholars is that of the covenant ritual or 
ceremony that is contained in Gen 15:9-11, 17.   Brueggemann states that these verses “present a 
curious ritual act that is probably very old.  While the specific details of the action are obscure, 
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the act suggests a solemn and weighty binding of the two parties to each other.”438  From the 
very beginning of this discussion there are differing opinions which originate with the definition 
of ritual and ceremony.
439
  The difficulty lies in the request for identifiable sacrificial animals
440
 
when no clear sacrifice is described.
441
  What is clear is that the Deity’s response to Abram’s 
question in v. 8 involves a rite of some kind for which Abram must prepare.   
The strange interlude of v. 11 also causes many problems for scholars.  Van Seters states 
that “since there is such great economy of presentation, it is hardly possible that this is simply 
meant as a picturesque detail.”442  Both Van Seters and Sarna see the “birds of prey as a 
reference to Egypt.”443  Regardless of the merits of the ritual/sacrifice arguments or the Egyptian 
association, some scholars recognize the rite, however they define it, as constituting some kind 
of an answer from the Deity to Abram.
444
  Ha, however, explains that within the context of the 
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narrative, the rite which Abram prepares in vv. 9 and 10 is accomplished in v. 17.
445
  This 
covenant then becomes, according to Speiser, “the charter on which Israel’s national position 
was founded.”446   
To reiterate, the most prominent narrative thematic discussion usually associated with 
Genesis 15 are the double covenant promise of land and seed, the parallel structure of the two 
chapter sections and the possible significance of the described ritual.  These scholarly approaches 
do have merit and are valid but often overshadow the dialogue contained within.   
3. Parameters 
There is an obstacle in defining the parameters of dialogue in Gen 15.  The difficulty lies in 
extricating the dialogue elements from the overwhelming scholarship regarding the chapter’s 
introduction of covenant, its nature and impact.  Nearly all scholarship sees the chapter as a 
whole with a subdivision of vv. 1-6 and 7-21.
447
  This twofold division is most often described in 
terms of ‘Promise and Covenant.’448  One stand out among these scholars is Sarna who, while 
describing vv. 1-6 as a dialogue regarding the promise of offspring and vv. 7-21 as a dialogue 
regarding the promise of national territory, actually divides the chapter into three distinct parts: 
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1-6, 7-17 and 18-21.
449
  From this division there is room for discussion regarding the exclusion 
of vv. 18-21.   
I acknowledge that vv. 18-21 are included in most research involving the Abram 
covenant as presented in chapter 15.
450
  However, there is an interesting absence of a connecting 
waw at the beginning of v. 18.  While it is clear that the verses are connected with the preceding 
promise,
451
 there is some discussion that the verses in this section are more a concluding 
description of the geographical boundaries of the covenant land than a continuation of the 
covenant ceremony.
 452
  Von Rad states, “The narrator explains the event in v. 18, not with a 
reference to a deeper ‘meaning,’ but rather by stating the fact of the concluded covenant with 
almost juristical objectivity and then by paraphrasing the substance of the guarantee given by 
Yahweh.”453     
The missing waw is certainly not compelling enough on its own to categorically support 
the exclusion of vv. 18-21 from our discussion.
454
  In order to pronounce the conclusion of 
Divine/human relational dialogue in Gen 15 as v. 17 we must look at the components of dialogue 
in vv. 7-17.  Verse 7, with the repeated Divine self-identification, introduces a new theme to the 
conversation.
455
  Abram’s response is to pose a question (v. 8).  He specifically asks ‘to know’ 
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how the promise of the gift of land will be fulfilled.  The Deity’s response is a commandment to 
take animals of various kinds to the Deity (v. 9).  The following verse describes Abram fulfilling 
this request (v. 10).  The Deity then continues in v. 13 stating that through this action Abram will 
‘surely know.’456  The answer is in direct response to Abram’s v. 8 query.  There are several 
signs given to Abram in vv. 13-16 to emphasize his ability ‘to know.’  The Deity then, in v. 17, 
completes the ceremony which was begun with Abram’s initial concern in v. 8.  If dialogue 
elements are detached from the solidified covenant discussion it can be seen that all that passes 
for discussion between the Divine and Abram begins in v. 1 and concludes with v. 17.  Verses 
18-21 then become, as expressed by van Seters, a description of “a divine grant of land with its 
boundaries specified.”457 
4. Translation 
1. After these words the word of the Lord was with Abram458 in a vision459 saying, Fear 
not
460
 Abram, I am your shield and your very great reward. 
2. And Abram said, Adoni YHWH461, what will you give to me since I am childless and the 
heir of my house
462
 is Eliezer of Damascus. 
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3. And Abram said, Behold you have given me no seed and behold a son of my house463 
will inherit.  
4. And Behold the word of YHWH came to him saying, This one will not inherit because he 
who comes from your bowels will inherit. 
5. And he brought him outside and said, Look to the heavens and count the stars if you are 
able to count them and he said to him, Thus your seed will be. 
6. And he believed464 in YHWH and he counted it to him as righteousness.465 
7. And he said to him, I am YHWH466 who brought you out from Ur of Chaldees and gave 
you this land as an inheritance. 
8. And he said, Adoni YHWH, how will I know that I will inherit it? 
9. And he said to him, Take467 to me a heifer three years old468 and a she-goat three years 
old and a ram three years old and a turtle dove and a young pigeon. 
10. And he took all of these and he cut469 them in two in the middle and he laid each part side 
by side but the bird he did not divide. 
11. And the birds of prey descended upon the carcasses and Abram drove them away. 
12. And it came to pass the sun went down and a deep sleep fell upon Abram and behold a 
terror of great darkness fell upon him. 
13. And he said to Abram, Surely you will know that your seed will be a stranger in a land 
which is not theirs and they will serve them
470
 and they will oppress them four hundred 
years. 
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object understood to be the rulers of the foreign land.”  Sarna, "Genesis," 116. 
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14. And the nation which they will serve I will judge and afterwards they will leave with 
great possessions. 
15. And you will die in peace471 and will be buried at a good old age 
16. And the fourth generation will return here because the iniquity of the Amorites is not 
complete as of now.  
17. And it came to pass the sun went down and there was a thick darkness and behold, a fire 
pot of smoke and a torch of fire passed through the parts. 
 
5. Structure 
Divine Visionary Dialogue with Abram Gen 15:1-17 
I. Narrative element part 1 Gen 15:1a 
II. Dialogue part 1 Gen 15:1b-4 
III. Narrative element part 2 Gen 15:5a 
IV. Dialogue part 2 Gen 15:5a, b 
V. Narrative element part 3 Gen 15:6 
VI. Dialogue part 3 Gen 15:7-9 
VII. Narrative element part 4 Gen 15:10-12 
VIII. Dialogue part 4 Gen 15:13-16 
IX. Narrative element part 5 Gen 17:17 
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 This is the first occurrence of םולש in the scriptures.  Westermann, Genesis 12-36: A Commentary, 227.  Speiser 
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F. Gen 32:25-31: Jacob’s Wrestle 
1. Setting in literature 
The final Divine/human relational dialogue to be examined sits outside the Abrahamic cycle yet 
is firmly rooted in the Patriarchal Sagas of Genesis.  The conversation, as contained in Gen 
32:25-31,
472
 reveals Jacob’s nocturnal struggle with a man or Divine representative in which 
names are changed, names are withheld and blessings are given.  Whether or not the man is the 
Deity will be discussed in the thematic section.  Until that time, the fact that the conversation 
reveals several divine elements within a relational dialogue means that it must at least be 
included in our examinations.   
Within the stories of the Patriarchs Jacob’s overall story is played out against that of his 
brother Esau and the desire for the birthright.  Chapter 32 recounts a moment just prior to the 
brothers being reunited after years of estrangement.  Speiser stated that in “biblical history in 
general, and patriarchal history in particular, [the story, added by ET] unfolds on two planes.  At 
the one level, man is entangled in his ephemeral personal affairs; at the other level, there can be 
glimpsed a master plan wherein man is used as the unwitting tool of destiny.”473  Jacob’s 
experience in Genesis 32 is an encapsulation of this theory.  Personally Jacob is facing a reunion 
with a brother who may or may not be willing or welcoming.  The nighttime wrestle can be taken 
as a foreshadowing of this reunion.  On another level the wrestling takes on an emotional and 
spiritual intensity with Jacob’s demands for a blessing and the bestowal of a new name with its 
references to the Deity and mankind.   
Within the Jacob narrative the experience at Penuel does not seem to leave any lasting 
impression on the patriarch other than a wounded thigh and the etymological reasoning behind 
                                                 
472
 Note that in English translations the corresponding verse number is one digit lower than the Hebrew text.  The 
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the prohibition to eat sinew from the shank.
474
  Jacob settles in Canaan and the strife continues; 
his sons destroy Shechem, his beloved wife Rachel dies in childbirth while Reuben defiles 
another wife’s bed.475  The contention between Joseph and his brothers is fueled by Jacob’s love 
for the former over the latter, resulting in a divided family.  The final discord for Jacob comes 
not in life, but in death.  He dies in Egypt but requests burial in Canaan.
476
  The request is not 
without distress as Joseph and his brothers must ask for permission to leave Egypt to allow their 
father his final peace and rest.
477
  The dialogue of Gen 32 is unique in the narrative but not out of 
place.  It is indicative of Jacob, his life and even his death. 
2. Setting in narrative 
The completely unique
478
 dialogue in Gen 32 is at the forefront of a new beginning; one where 
the only thing literally standing between Jacob and the Promised Land is a potentially Divine 
being.  For Coats, however, the wrestling narrative is a not just an individual unit, but “an 
element in a larger story (32:4-33:17).  It functions [here, added by ET] as a part of the 
description of Jacob’s confrontation experience, an intensification of the crisis that gives plot to 
the story.”  The following narrative and dialogue, he continues, “appears as a story within a story 
in order to heighten the tension of the larger narrative context.  Jacob must confront Esau.  As a 
foreshadowing of that central confrontation, he confronts the mysterious man, wrestles with him, 
and wins.”479   
In Gen 32:6, 7 and 11 Jacob expresses fear and doubt in the face of almost sure hostility 
from his brother.  Jacob’s reaction to the fear of the upcoming meeting is to separate his family 
                                                 
474
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475
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476
 Gen 49:29. 
477
 Gen 50:4-6. 
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 Gunkel, Genesis, 349. 
479
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from their surroundings and then himself from everyone.  For some this setting apart is a mark of 
divine affinity for Jacob.
480
  Others see it as a careful orchestration of the forthcoming 
meeting.
481
  Regardless of the interpretation, what is not debated is the fact that Jacob is alone 
when the mythical episode begins.
482
  This point, Coats claims, is “intrinsic for the story.  It 
names the protagonist as Jacob and places him in isolation, appropriate for the mysterious 
character of the following struggle.”483  Having prepared for a meeting with his brother, Jacob 
must first survive this strange encounter.   
 
Narrative themes and interpretive difficulties regarding this passage are almost without 
number.
484
  The theme of most interest to this thesis is the discussion regarding the identity of 
Jacob’s assailant.  Brueggemann argues that the opaque portrayal of Jacob’s attacker is important 
to the narrative because “it is part of the power of the wrestling that we do not know the name or 
see the face of the antagonist.  To be too certain would reduce the dread intended in the 
telling.”485  Gunkel blames the difficulty in understanding the natural state of Jacob’s assailant 
on the lack of proper nouns and subject fluidity.
486
  Davidson argues that scholars can only 
assume the story “has taken many centuries to reach its present form and which has assimilated 
                                                 
480
 Barthes sees the narrative as pointing to “the familiar setting apart of the one chosen by God.”  Roland Barthes, 
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 Brueggemann, Genesis, 267. 
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material, some of it very primitive.”487  Alter goes so far as to give the narrative a ‘folkloric 
character.’  He states, “The notion of a night spirit that loses its power or is not permitted to go 
about in daylight is common to many folk traditions, as is the troll or guardian figure who blocks 
access to a ford or bridge.”488  From this folktale position the identification of Jacob’s assailant 
sometimes wanders into a demonic explanation. 
Davidson states that the identity of the man “may have its roots in stories, widespread in 
many cultures, of the river spirit who has to be placated or defeated before he will allow the 
traveler to cross.”489  Cotter counters this argument with what he sees as obvious; Jacob’s 
experience with YHWH at Bethel endows the patriarch with the ability to discern between the 
Deity and a river demon.
490
  Sarna describes this concept of a ‘river spirit’ as a “demonic being 
whose power is restricted to the duration of the night and who is unable to abide the breaking of 
the dawn.”491  While he agrees that folk tales may have influenced the literary model for this 
narrative he also states that this interpretation is not compatible with Israelite monotheism.   
Nothing in the text connects the mysterious assailant with a river-spirit.  The stranger 
does not interfere with the passage of personnel, livestock, and baggage.  It is only after 
these have already crossed the river that he becomes active…  The usual pattern requires 
the spirit to assume the form of animals, serpents, and monsters in a constant shift from 
one guise to another in the course of the struggle…  The fact that the assailant blesses 
Jacob proves that it cannot be a demon, for the notion of eliciting and receiving a blessing 
from a demon is unexampled and inconceivable in a biblical context.
492
 
 
For Sarna, the identity of the antagonist rests with Esau.  He does not claim the assailant to be 
Esau.  He identifies him as Esau’s alter ego or a celestial patron of Esau.493  This concept of a 
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personal or local deity seems to solve the issue of the demand for a blessing but it is not an easy 
alliance.  Von Rad agrees the attacker is Divine but admits:  
The enigmatic word about Jacob’s prevailing is one of those roomy, strangely floating 
statements, so characteristic for this story.  It once referred quite realistically to the 
struggle with the demon whom Jacob took on and from whom he wrestled a victory.  
This astonishment at such suicidal courage was certainly not diminished when this 
nocturnal assailant was later considered to by Yahweh himself.
494
   
 
On the opposite end of the argument spectrum Coats staunchly defends the assailant’s 
identity to be that of a man.  With regards to the statement ‘ye persisted with Elohim and with 
men and ye prevailed’ and the naming of Peniel, he states, “The name suggests that the story 
should be interpreted as a struggle between Jacob and God, but that point alone does not do 
justice to the explanation.”495  Jacob, now known as Israel, has and will struggle with both the 
Deity and with mankind.  At the conclusion of the narrative Jacob claims to have seen the Deity 
face to face and thus names the location Peniel.  Coats argues that “the story makes no reference 
to the ‘face-to-face motif” and therefore there is no connection to the etiology or foreshadowing 
of the name Peniel.”496   
Landing somewhere in the middle of all these attempted explanations, Alter eloquently 
combines the concepts of a metaphoric spirit and human identity.  He states:  
Appearing to Jacob in the dark of the night, before the morning when Esau will be 
reconciled with Jacob, [the assailant, added by ET] is the embodiment of portentous 
antagonism in Jacob’s dark night of the soul.  He[, the assailant, added by ET] is 
obviously in some sense a doubling of Esau as adversary, but his is also a doubling of all 
with whom Jacob has had to contend, and he may equally well be an externalization of all 
that Jacob has to wrestle with within himself.
497
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The only seemingly concrete argument for a divine identity to the attacker is shrouded in the 
night time setting.  Within the Jacob cycle it is only during the night that the Deity is revealed to 
Jacob.
498
 
And still the argument continues.  Fokkelman suggests that the only path to the attacker’s 
identity is “by judging him by his words and actions.”499  In the same vein, Speiser follows 
Gunkel and states that Jacob only recognizes the true identity of his attacker when “the physical 
darkness [has, added by ET] begun to lift.”500  Von Rad claims a divine identity due to the fact 
that “this clutching at God and his power of blessing is perhaps the most elemental reaction of 
man to the divine.”501  Davidson describes the relationship between the Divine and Israel, both 
the man and people, as “a costly, turbulent struggle in the darkness of tragedy, exile and 
persecution, but an authentic experience in which they came face to face with God.”502  It is 
beyond the bounds of this thesis to attempt a definitive description of the identity of Jacob’s 
attacker.  It is, however, my intent to describe this turbulent relationship through the examination 
of dialogue.  For that purpose we will concede the identity of the assailant to be, at least, divine 
in nature and therefore included in this examination. 
3. Parameters 
In his examination of the Jacob narrative in Gen 32 and 33, Sarna states, “The action divides 
itself into two main parts:  32:4-22 describe Jacob’s preparations for his encounter with Esau; 
33:1-17 relate the story of the actual meeting of the two brothers.  In between is the strange 
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narrative of the struggle between Jacob and a powerful assailant (Gen 32:23-33).”503  Most 
commentaries agree with this division assessment.
504
   
For the sake of this thesis the parameters of the Genesis 32 dialogue are vv. 25 to 31.  
This breakdown is at odds with most commentaries.
505
  The argument for exclusion is as follows:  
Verses 22-24 are pure narrative describing Jacob settling his entourage on the south side of the 
Jabbok river.
506
  The only bearing these verses have on the following dialogue is to emphasize 
that Jacob is alone when the wrestling encounter takes place.  Verses 25 and 26 are included 
because they introduce the parties who are wrestling and the actions that influence the initiation 
of dialogue.  Verse 32 describes Jacob passing over Penuel after the conclusion of the dialogue 
and the encounter.  Verse 33, as Sarna describes it, is “a historical note tracing the origin of an 
Israelite dietary abstention to the previously described episode.”507  Therefore, vv. 32 and 33 are 
excluded from the dialogue as they hold a similar narrative emphasis as vv. 22-24.   
4. Translation 
25 And Jacob was left to himself and he wrestled508 with a man until the rising of the 
dawn. 
26 And he perceived that he had not prevailed over him and, as Jacob wrestled with him, 
he touched a hollow of his thigh and dislocated the hollow of his thigh. 
27 And he said, Send me away because the dawn rises.  And he said, I will not send you 
away unless you bless me. 
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28 And he said unto him, What is your name? And he said, Jacob. 
29 And he said, Jacob, I will not say your name again for it is Israel because you 
persisted
509
 with Elohim and with men and have prevailed. 
30 And Jacob asked and he said, Declare510 your name and he said, Why do you ask 
this?  And he blessed him there. 
31 And Jacob called the place Peniel511 because I saw Elohim face to face and my life 
was delivered. 
 
5. Structure 
Divine Dialogue with Jacob Gen 32:25-31 
I. Narrative element part 1 Gen 32:25-26 
II. Dialogue Gen 32:27-30a 
III. Narrative element part 2 Gen 32:30b-31 
 
 
G. The Circumstance of Dialogue Conclusions: 
 
Our study so far has trod fairly familiar scholarly territory.  The setting in literature and narrative 
for each passage have been examined and explained.  The parameter discussions have varied 
slightly according to the individual passage.  The combination of traditional form and narrative 
analysis has allowed for some small variations in parameters.  In each case, however, it has been 
shown that the passage containing the dialogue can clearly be demarcated from the surrounding 
narrative.  Isolation of the passage from the overall narrative is the first step in divorcing the 
Divine/human relational dialogue from the narrative.  The structural analysis at the end of each 
section is the second step.  By identifying what is considered strictly dialogue versus what is 
defined as narrative, we are able to isolate verses containing relational conversation.  This allows 
a glimpse into the intimate ‘two shot’ of Divine/human relational dialogue.  The next chapter 
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will consider the disengaged dialogue in three elemental blocks: initiation of dialogue, the use of 
proper names and dialogue analysis.    
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Chapter 3:  The Essence of Dialogue 
Now that the narrative passages containing conversation have been identified and dislodged from 
the surrounding narrative sagas it is time to examine the elements that make them Divine/human 
relational dialogues.  In this chapter we will look at the act of initiating dialogue, the use of a 
proper name within conversation and analyze adjacency pairs within the dialogue that allow for 
an expansion of the Divine/human relationship.    
A. Initiation of Dialogue 
Sidnell states that, “talk is at the heart of human social life.  It is through talk that we engage with 
one another in a distinctively human way.”512  The dialogues under examination are not, 
however, between ordinary humans.  They are with the Deity yet they are distinctively human-
esque.  For each of these conversations, it is the unremarkable-ness of their initiation that makes 
them remarkable.  ‘And YHWH said,’ ‘And Elohim said,’ ‘and they (or he) said.’ 513  There is no 
expression of surprise that such an event can, will or should take place.  The conversations that 
we are about to examine are, at their inception, at least, expressed in such a way as to be part of 
the everyday experience of both the human and Divine participants.
514
   
 
Gen 4:6 
לא הוהי רמאיו-ךינפ ולפנ המלו ךל הרח המל ןיק  
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And YHWH said unto Cain, Why do you burn with anger and why has your countenance 
fallen? 
 
Gen 16:8 
 רמאיויא ירש תחפש רגה-תאב הזמ  
And he said, Hagar, Sarai’s handmaid, where have you come from and where will you 
go? 
 
Gen 17:15 
לא רמאיויהם לא-םרבא אל ךתשא ירש-תא ארקת-המש הרש יכ ירש המש  
And Elohim said unto Abraham, Your wife Sarai, you will not call her Sarai because her 
name is Sarah. 
 
Gen 18:9 
 ךתשא הרש היא וילא ורמאיו 
And they said unto him, Where is Sarah your wife? 
 
Gen 15:1 
ירבדה רחאם רבד היה הלאה-לא הוהי-רבאם לא רמאל הזחמב-רבא אריתם גמ יכנאן  ךל
דאמ הברה ךרכש 
After these words the word of YHWH was with Abram in a vision saying, Fear not 
Abram, I am your shield and your very great reward.  
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Gen 32:27 
רחשה הלע יכ ינחלש רמאיו 
And he said, Send me away because the dawn rises. 
The initiation of dialogue in Gen 4 is both ironic and bland:
515
 Ironic in the sense that, 
after spending five verses setting the narrative stage, the Deity does not discuss Abel or his 
‘regarded’ offering.  Instead the Divine chooses to speak to the human who is angry; bland in the 
sense that, within the first verbal utterance, there is no direct reprimand for the anger, a warning 
of danger or an expression of tragedy that will soon engulf the participants.   
Gen 16 has a somewhat similar introduction.  Once again, the Deity is intervening in the 
life of an unlikely, even unregarded, person.  And yet, in approaching the woman there is no fear 
on Hagar’s part as the Divine speaks her name for the first time, something no other human has 
done or will do in the text.   
The dialogues of Gen 17 and 18 are conversations where the majority of the discussion 
involves the patriarch but not the individuals who are spoken of.  The opening statement of Gen 
17 is than announcement or declaration of Sarai’s proper name.  A name, it seems, not known to 
those with whom she lives.  In Gen 18 the verses just prior to the dialogue go to great length to 
stress the home setting in an effort to integrate Sarah into the conversation.  The first query of 
chapter 18 is a straightforward question designed to ensure Sarah’s proximity to the coming 
conversation.
516
   
                                                 
515
 Westermann argues that vv. 6-7 are not even necessary to the progress of the events of Gen 4 and goes so far as 
to suggest that they could be omitted all together without affecting the overall structure of the narrative.  His focus is 
on a two part narrative corresponding to genealogic information.  For Westermann the dialogue in vv. 6-7 is 
disruptive to his analysis of vv. 3-5 and v. 8.  Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary, 287. 
516
 Fretheim argues that the question in v. 9 “is designed to make sure Sarah is within earshot of what is about to be 
said.”  Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 112. 
107 
 
The dialogues of Gen 15 and 32 contain wording and structure that separate them from 
our first four conversations.  Gen 15, ‘couched in prophetic language,’517 is set within a vision.518  
Gen 32 has detached Jacob from his family.  Moreover, within the dialogue of Gen 32 the 
identity of the initiator is not immediately clear due to the abundant use of the indeterminate 
3ms.
519
  In order to work out the identity of the original spokesperson one must work backwards 
from v. 28 where Jacob finally identifies himself by name.  In both of these cases, however, the 
opening verbal statement is a command
520
 which is different from our other conversations and 
yet the verbs are still in the Qal form.  The statements are not made to punish or crush the 
human.  They are formulated to get the attention of the addressee.   
Matthews remarks that “within narrative, the reader is guided by verbal forms (tense, 
person) and discourse markers that indicate to the audience when a quoted statement is about to 
be made or to signal the beginning of narrative frames that section off exchanges of direct 
speech.”521  Through the participation of two or more individuals these ‘direct speeches’ develop 
into conversation.  The ordinariness of the initiation of these dialogues is an indication of mutual 
recognition by the participants.
522
  In other words, we know that the one speaking recognizes the 
individual whom they are addressing by the words that they choose to use. 
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In Gen 4 the initial questions the Deity asks assume an understanding of the actions that 
have come before.
523
  The Deity may not have ‘regarded’ Cain’s offering but the Deity is aware 
of the man and the fact that he is not pleased with something that has come to pass.  In Gen 16 
contact is made between Divine and human and for the first time Hagar is spoken to directly 
using her proper name.  As Westermann explains it, “Contact is made and an existing sense of 
solidarity is preserved; rejection of the salutation means rejection of this solidarity.”524  
Considering all that has happened to Hagar in the household wherein she resides, responding to a 
stranger in the wilderness does not seem to be the most opportune moment to speak.  Yet without 
hesitation Hagar replies.   
In the following three Abraham dialogues each verbal initiation contains a personal 
proper name.  In Gen 17 the Deity announces that Sarai’s name is, in fact, Sarah.  The 
introductory question of Gen 18 indicates the Divine knows the name of a woman whom they 
have yet to physically meet.
525
  And in Gen 15 the first divine utterance is the command to ‘fear 
not’ followed by Abram’s proper name and then a form of divine self-identification to assure the 
human of the existing relationship.   
Finally, Gen 32 is our ‘stand-alone’ dialogue.  The narrative description of combat gives 
way to a verbal wrestling.  The command “Send me away!” is one of the simplest and most 
direct examples of a relational statement.  Without individual identification the statement 
established that one will not release the other from their physical relationship.  Opening 
statements such as these, have, as Sidnell explains, “a kind of special capacity to get the 
                                                 
523
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524
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conversational ball rolling by virtue of the conditional relevance they establish.”526  Through 
turn-taking analysis it becomes possible to discern the identities of the wrestling partners and 
their relationship to each other.   
Sidnell observed that the initiation of dialogue is often hidden from view with “complete 
ordinariness; they are so much a part of us that we hardly notice them.”527  There are unique 
elements in each one of our conversations as well as components that will set them apart from 
other passages, speeches and dialogues, yet how the conversation actually starts is relatively 
simple in the language used.  What is common for all six is that, regardless of the previous 
narrative, it is the Deity who speaks first and each statement expresses a recognition of the 
human condition and acknowledges some kind of an existing relationship with that human.  
Notwithstanding the dialogue’s rather innocuous beginnings, the human participants, regardless 
of moral, social or ancillary status, are shown to be worthy of a relationship with the Divine.  
That relationship is expanded in the conversation that follows.   
B. Proper Names 
As the Deity creates and names in Gen 1-3 a world is formed and the general community of 
humankind is fashioned.  Gen 4 produces the first use of a human proper name and the first use 
of a proper name within Divine spoken dialogue.
528
  Much scholarship has focused on 
origination of a name, its etymology and meaning.
529
  However, the use of a proper name can be 
more than the sum of its parts.  How a proper name is used can, in many cases, define an 
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individual’s true identity, their social status and/or explain their relationship with others.  We 
will now examine the proper names and their usage in the dialogues under consideration. 
1. Gen 4:  Cain and Abel 
The birth of Cain in Gen 4:1 is a complete birth report conforming to the standard elements of a 
conception notice, a birth notice, and an etymological speech introduced by his mother Eve.
530
  
Eve’s statement “I have gotten a man from YHWH” ( תא שיא יתינק-הוהי ) however, has sent 
scholars to the mat searching for explanations to this unique statement.
531
  For Van Wolde, Eve’s 
declaration highlights the relationship between the Deity and humankind.  She states, “YHWH 
gives life to Cain, together with the mother Eve.  This first implicitly narrated action of YHWH 
signifies that the relation between YHWH and Cain is installed by YHWH at the birth of 
Cain.”532  Van Wolde sees Eve’s statement as a reassurance that even though humankind is no 
longer in the presence of the Deity, as they were in the Garden, they are still important enough to 
warrant a personal connection and relationship.  The birth of Abel, on the other hand, almost 
immediately overturns this suggested relationship.  “The birth of Abel contains no conception 
element or etymological element but is a simple birth notice that combines the birth and naming 
elements.”533   
Following the birth and identification of Abel the names of the brothers are alternated 
exactly four times within vv. 2-5.  The chiastic structure of the verses is extremely interesting.
534
  
“When the verbs are the same, the subject changes; when the verb changes, the subject remains 
the same[… added by ET] What is achieved throughout is an emphasis on the similarity and 
contemporaneity of the pairs of actions.  Neither Cain nor Abel occupies the centre of the 
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stage.”535  If the stress is on similarity, what then is the difference that causes the conversational 
discord?    
Finley explains, “The birth report of Abel differs significantly from the others in the 
superstructure, for reasons of developing the narrative.”536  Another point to acknowledge is that, 
after the structure and the Deity’s first speech to Cain, Abel is no longer a stand-alone named 
individual.  In other words, “The entire emphasis is on Abel’s being a brother: he does not have a 
brother, he is a brother only.”537  Cain is never labeled as such.  Abel’s name is, therefore, “not 
really the name of a person but an appellative, constructed out of the story.”538   
Within the Gen 4 narrative two names are used and are, for the most part, equal in weight 
and tone.  According to the dialogue, however, Abel, as a proper name, is only verbally declared 
in reference to Cain his brother.  This does not specifically diminish Abel’s individual 
relationship with the Deity; it does however, relegate the name to a submissive position within 
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 Finlay, The Birth Report Genre in the Hebrew Bible, 79.  The meaning behind the names Cain and Abel are not 
germane to this argument.  However, I do acknowledge that most scholars agree that the name Abel and the meaning 
behind it are a foreshadowing of his limited existence.  Sarna’s JPS commentary states “Hebrew havel means 
‘breath, nothingness.’  The name may augur his destiny; or, if it was given after his death, it may be a reflection of 
his fate.  Havel is often used to express the fleeting nature of life.  The name may alternatively, or perhaps 
simultaneously, contain a reference to his vocation in that Syriac hablâ means ‘herdsman.’”  Sarna, "Genesis," 32.  
The fact that the name Abel belongs only to narrative (he is not mentioned in the genealogies) and does not appear 
outside of Genesis 4:1-16 strengthens the argument.   
 As for the name Cain, the name is not so easily defined or it’s etymological reasonably explained.  Scholars 
have found multiple theories to explain the name:  Von Rad states “the name of the first-born, means ‘spear’ and is 
also attested in early Arabic as a personal name.  The etymology with which the mother justifies the name, however, 
is quite obscure.” Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 103.  Cassuto argues “The Aramaic word cited is 
recognizable, even by its form, as a denominative noun, and in any case connotes also a refiner, who works in silver 
and gold.  In Biblical Hebrew, ן׳ק qayin signifies a ‘weapon’, which has been given form by the craftsman (ii Sam. 
xxi 16).  The conclusion to be drawn from all this is that the name of Adam’s first son means: a creature [literally, ‘a 
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the equation that highlights Cain’s relationship with the Divine.  Cain, as a proper name, is used 
in connection with a declaration made known to the world regarding the curse and subsequent 
protection of the Deity.  As a whole the proper name Cain identifies this particular individual as 
the only one to receive these promises.     
2. Gen 16:  Hagar, Sarai, Ishmael, El-Roi 
Within the isolated dialogue of Gen 16 the use of a proper name takes on special significance.  
Between vv. 7 and 14 there are four names spoken: Hagar, Sarai, Ishmael and El-roi.  Brichto 
notes that “the status of the characters and their importance—in varying degrees—to YHWH, 
and to Abram, and to one another, is[… added by ET] underlined by the narrator’s[… added by 
ET] use of the personae’s proper names and their epithets.”539  By examining the names listed 
above and how they are employed we can see the intention behind their use. 
From the start of the Abraham cycle Hagar has not been spoken to or identified as a 
named individual by either Sarai or Abram.  Her identity is therefore incomplete due to the 
absence of her spoken name.
540
  Schneider goes so far as to recognize that “humans treat her only 
as an object, never addressing her by name.”541  With the Deity being the first to address Hagar 
by name Gossai comments that “the stark and telling difference between human and divine 
recognition of one’s personhood is seen in 16:8, where Hagar is addressed by name by the angel 
of Yahweh.  Even as a slave, an outsider, and oppressed person, Hagar has an identity which is 
divinely given.”542   
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With this divine identification there are, however, some detractors.
543
  While the Deity 
has uttered the name which Sarai and Abram have avoided, Hagar’s identity is immediately tied 
with that of Sarai and her position within the household, that of Sarai’s handmaid. (  רמאיו רגה
ירש תחפש)  “The deity acknowledges what Sarai and Abram have not: the personhood of this 
woman.  Yet the appositive, ‘maid of Sarai,’ tempers the recognition, for Hagar remains a 
servant in the vocabulary of the divine.”544  Therefore, even though Hagar is identified by a 
messenger of YHWH by her proper name, her status is contingent on the use of the second 
proper name, Sarai, used here as an adjectival marker.   
The third proper name used in this dialogue is Ishmael.  In vv. 10-12 the dialogue does 
not focus specifically on Hagar but on the son she is carrying.  However, when his name is called 
and explained
545
 the name reapplies the focus to Hagar’s situation, i.e., ‘YHWH has heard of 
your afflictions.’ ( יכ-לא הוהי עמש-ךינע )  The proper name Ishmael, while referring to an unborn 
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child, in fact further identifies Hagar as a unique individual.
546
  The child’s name “is not based 
on the caprice of the parents, but determined by God himself.  The boy shall be called Yisma‘el 
‘because Yahweh has heard (עמש) of your mistreatment’ and, therefore, will care for you.”547  
The ‘you’ in both cases is not the unborn boy but Hagar.  Her salvation “will be her son, a son 
whose name will be a constant reminder to her of the heed God once paid to her misery.”548  
Within this dialogue is a singular example of a human leaving a mark upon the Deity in 
the form of a name.  Hagar becomes the only human to name the Divine thus giving us our 
fourth proper name contained within the passage. ( םש ארקתו-יאר לא התא הילא רבדה הוהי )  Attempts 
to actually understand, let alone translate, the name have been “almost inexhaustible.”549  Von 
Rad states: 
The names by which Hagar attempts to fix her recollection of this encounter with God are 
obscure.  The God who was revealed to her she calls “God of seeing,’ which refers to the 
miracle of God’s seeing Hagar and prophesying a great future for her child.  But one 
thinks immediately she saw the one who saw her.  The ‘for’ in the statement is not quite 
logical’ only because God permitted himself to be seen by her can she make any 
utterance about God.
550
   
 
Sarna continues the explanation: 
 
The vocalization of the second element occasions a marvelous ambiguity that permits the 
following translations of the name: ‘God of seeing,’ that is, the all-seeing God; ‘God of 
my seeing,’ that is, whom I have seen; ‘God who sees me.’  Most likely, the several 
meanings are intended to be apprehended simultaneously.  When God ‘sees,’ it is, of 
course, that He shows His concern and extends His protection; when Hagar ‘sees,’ she 
experiences God’s self-manifestation.551   
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Putting translation issues aside, what is most interesting about the incident described through 
Hagar’s speech is the fact that “it connotes naming rather than invocation.  In other words, Hagar 
does not call upon the name of the deity [as is done in Gen 12:8; 13:4, added by ET].  Instead she 
calls the name, a power attributed to no one else in all the Bible.”552   
In the dialogue of Gen 16 Hagar is properly named for the first time yet her identity is 
compromised by the use of Sarai’s name.  Ishmael’s name is declared but only in relation to his 
mother’s tribulations.  Finally, the Deity is called a proper name though it is impossible to 
understand or translate.  In the process, the names used reveal the perception of the individuals 
involved, i.e., Hagar is seen as a proper and complete individual by the Deity; Sarai’s name is 
used to identify Hagar’s social status; the name Ishmael “reveals Yahweh’s self-perception; he is 
a God who hears”553 and by naming the Deity El Roi, ‘God who sees,’ Hagar reveals her 
perception of the Deity.  Proper names in this dialogue therefore take on special significance 
through their distinctive use in identifying an individual’s relationship with other humans and 
with the Divine.  With this divine identification and the dialogue that follows “even though 
Hagar takes a risk in returning to the status of slave, her new identity is now predicated on the 
belief that God sees, God hears, and God shapes the future.”554   
3. Gen 17: Sarai/Sarah, Ishmael, Isaac: 
In Gen 17 all named individuals are inactive participants in the dialogue between the Deity and 
Abraham.  “Sarah does not appear or carry out any actions in Gen 17, and yet her life is changed 
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by the conversation between the Deity and Abraham.”555  Her life is altered not through the 
change of a name but through the use of proper names.   
Schneider contends that the announcement of Sarai’s new name Sarah in v. 15 ( ירש
אל ךתשא-תא ארקת-המש הרש יכ ירש המש ) is not in actuality a change.556  Instead, she argues, it 
is a correction proclamation of a divinely designated identity. 
The way the Hebrew presents it is not a change, since the text does not use that 
terminology, as it does with Abraham (17:5).  Instead the Deity states, ‘Sarai, your wife, 
you will no longer call her name Sarai because Sarah is her name’ (17:15).  This is 
worded as though the Deity is not changing her name but correcting Abraham, as if he 
has been calling her the wrong name all along.
557
 
 
Most scholarship does not see this textual difference.
558
  Schneider’s argument, however, proves 
correct when viewed through the lens of the use of proper names.  
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To understand Schneider’s subtle textual variance is to understand that Sarai/Sarah is not 
being given a new identity, instead Abraham and the reader are being forced to comprehend her 
true identity.
559
  “What is new is that God tells Abraham explicitly that Sarah is to be the mother 
of the covenant-continuing son and so blesses her with a blessing that will allow her to become 
mother o-f nations and of kings of different peoples.”560  With the identity of the covenant 
mother categorically assured in v. 16, Abraham’s reaction in v. 17 illustrates his ignorance 
regarding the Deity’s divine intentions for Sarah.  This misunderstanding leads to the Deity’s use 
of additional proper names Isaac
561
 and Ishmael in vv. 19-21.  Arranged in a chiastic structure, 
the names directly address Abraham’s ignorance and matches his misgivings, doubts and 
concerns point for point.
562
   
                                                                                                                                                             
“The contention and striving suggested echo the evolution of her relationship with her handmaid Hagar and also 
with her husband.  And both connotations may look ahead as well to what is yet to come in her story as it unfolds in 
relations to Hagar, to Abraham, and to God.  God again meaningfully plays with words as he renames the husband 
and wife.” Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 109. 
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 The paraphrased structure is as follows: 
A  Sarah shall bear a son 17:19a 
 B  With Isaac I will establish my covenant 17:19b 
  X  Ishmael I have blessed 17:20 
 b  I will establish my covenant with Isaac 17:21a 
a  Sarah will bear at the appointed season 17:21b 
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Verse 19a solidifies the identity of the mother of promise.  Verse 19b identifies Isaac as 
the promised son and emphasizes the term covenant twice in the latter part of the same verse.  
The apex of the chiasm is v. 20.  The fate of Ishmael, the now identified non-covenant and non-
biological son of Sarah, is expounded.
563
  Verse 21a then mirrors 19b as the Deity reiterates the 
name Isaac and his covenant status all of which is due to the one divinely proclaimed Sarah who 
“will bear to thee in that appointed season in the following year” in v. 21b.   
Sarah’s divine identity, corrected by the Deity in v. 15, is justified in vv. 19-21 through 
the chiastic structure and the use of names contained therein.  It is not simply the fact that 
Sarai/Sarah is the only woman in the Hebrew Bible to have her name changed or that the action 
is taken by the Deity.  Schneider observes that Sarah’s “name change occurs before her shift in 
status, [that of, added by ET] making her the mother of the heir to the promise.  This name 
change again indicates that there is something about Sarai herself that is important, not just the 
act that Abraham is her spouse.”564  Through dialogue and the use of multiple proper names 
Sarah’s maternity has been revealed to be as important as Abraham’s paternity.565 
4. Gen 18: Sarah 
The dialogue of chapter 18 contains one proper name and a lot of laughter.  “Where is Sarah, thy 
wife?” (ךתשא הרש היא) is similar in tone to the question asked of Hagar in Gen 16:9.566  The 
use of the proper name in the opening question of chapter 16 gives Hagar recognition of her 
personhood.  In chapter 18 the question has a similar effect of focusing the coming dialogue on 
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Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50, 12. 
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Sarah.
567
  Prior to the initiation of our dialogue Sarah is on the periphery of the narrative 
actions.
568
  This changes dramatically as the Divine voices the question.  Within the conversation 
that follows the name Sarah is used by the Deity four times.
569
  Laughter is also repeated four 
times within the conversation.
570
  Each time, the verb קחצ “to laugh” is uttered it is feminine and 
directly associated with Sarah, the only parent mentioned in the dialogue.
571
   
In v. 10 the Deity declares that Sarah will have a son. ( הנהו-ךתשא הרשל ןב )  Her reaction 
and comments in vv. 10-12 “lay the foundation for a wordplay on the name of the son”572 ( קחצתו
הברקב הרש) as contained in the reference to the still unnamed Isaac and Sarah’s definitive 
connection to him.
573
  The impression left with most scholars is the rebuke Sarah receives for her 
denial but little else develops from the wordplay.
574
  Yet the wordplay never varies. Sarah and 
laughter are and will be directly related.
575
   
While both Gen 17 and 18 are recorded dialogues between Abraham and the Deity, this 
time the promise as voiced by the Deity is actually heard by Sarah.  Fretheim observed that the 
“divine appearance at the familial tent—where Sarah is most likely to be present—seems 
especially designed to reinforce the promise of a son by conveying the word directly to Sarah 
herself[... added by ET]  That the visitors begin the conversation with reference to Sarah 
                                                 
567
 Brichto, The Names of God: Poetic Readings in Biblical Beginnings, 232. 
568
 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 116. 
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ET] the previous chapter and sees no need to repeat it [with Sarah, added by ET].” Wenham, "Genesis 16-50," 47. 
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reinforces this point.”576  From the first mention of Sarah’s proper name to the last reference of 
laughter in this dialogue, the use of a proper name in Gen 18 expands on Gen 17’s recognition of 
Sarah’s true identity and maternal destiny. 
5. Gen 15:  Abram, Adoni YHWH, Eliezer, YHWH 
Within the visionary dialogue of Gen 15 there are names that are not easily defined or explained 
and yet they describe the Divine/human relationship as that of master to servant.  In v. 1 of the 
conversation the patriarch is addressed as Abram by the Deity, the first time the Deity has called 
the patriarch by his proper name.
577
  The descriptive qualifiers do not represent this as unusual or 
unexpected, but are indicative of an established relationship.  For the Divine, the object of calling 
Abram’s name is to declare that the man should ‘fear not’ and to introduce a more expansive and 
specific covenantal promise.   
Abram’s response in v. 2 specifically identifies the Divine as ‘(My) lord YHWH ( ימדא
הוהי).  While this is a familiar form of address in the prophetic books it is rare in the 
Pentateuch.
578
  There is also the difficulty in definitively declaring הוהי ימדא or הוהי as a title or a 
proper name.     
Surveying the term’s use throughout the scriptures, Ha designates ‘(My) lord Yahweh’ a 
title for the Deity.
579
  Revell follows Ha up to a point.  The scholars diverge when Revell 
examines each portion of the ‘title.’  He states that the use of the identification of ‘(my) lord’ 
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“alone, or in combination with the name ‘Yahweh’, shows that the two were used distinctly as 
terms of address.  It seems clear that, a part of the motivation for the use of ‘(my) lord’ in this 
way was the desire to use the first person pronoun incorporated in the form to recall the 
speaker’s close relationship to God.”580  He goes on to state that when used in written form the 
combination ‘(My) lord Yahweh’ “has a value distinct from the name Yahweh.’”581   
Scholars of Exodus 6:3 are quick to identify YHWH as a proper name.
582
 ( אל הוהי ימשו
םהל יתעדונ)  Commentaries on Genesis, however, are a bit more reticent to attach the same 
personal significance to the term YHWH.
583
  Sarna’s remarks on the Deity’s Gen 15:7 statement 
‘I am YHWH,’ (הוהי ינא) walk right up to the ‘proper name’ designation and then shy away.  He 
states, “This is the first use of this solemn, introductory, self-identifying formula.  It is not the 
disclosure of a hitherto unknown name, but an emphasis on the unimpeachable authority behind 
the accompanying declaration.”584   
While the exact determination of Adoni YHWH and YHWH as proper names cannot be 
decided here, it must be noted that there is evidence to suggest it could, at least, be considered a 
proper name.  Due to this consideration we can explore the relationship that exists between 
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Abram and the Divine.  To that end Plastaras argues that “one must not underestimate the 
importance of a divine name.  The science of comparative religion indicates that an unknown or 
unnamed god never becomes the object of genuine worship.  Without a name, the god remains a 
distant impersonal force.”585  Revell explains, “The designation of God most often used in 
address is the name ‘Yahweh’[… added by ET]  The phrase‘(My) lord Yahweh’ (הוהי ימדא), 
which depicts the speaker’s relationship with God as a master-servant relationship, is used as a 
vocative where the speech is of particular concern to the speaker.”586  In Gen 15, Abram’s 
visionary and very intimate dialogue with the Deity, it stands to reason that if the Deity is to call 
Abram by name, Abram may return the acknowledgement by calling the Deity by name.
587
   
Another possible proper name used in Gen 15 is that of Eliezer in v. 2. ( ןבו- אוה יתיב קשמ
רזעילא קשמד)  Translation difficulties prove nearly insurmountable in this case however.588  
Turner stated that “while 15.2b is not understandable, perhaps the best construction we can put 
on it is that there possibly was a character in Abram’s entourage called Eliezer who was a ben 
mešeq bêtî, whatever that was.”589  Gunkel argued that “the consonants רזעילא are customarily 
understood as the name of Abraham’s chief servant.  Since, however, this name occurs only here, 
not even in chap. 24, this interpretation is questionable to an extreme degree.”590   
Taking into account the difficulties in demarcating Adoni YHWH, YHWH and Eliezer as 
proper names yet allowing for the consideration of said names, the following dynamic may be set 
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up within the visionary dialogue.  Abram is named by the Deity, Abram then responds by using a 
master/servant name to identify his conversation partner.  Abram’s response includes the name 
of another individual involved in a lower master/servant relationship.  Once this second 
relationship is clarified by the higher authority the Deity self-identifies as YHWH and Abram 
once again responds to the master from a subservient position using the name Adoni YHWH.   
Even if a case cannot be made for the use of proper names, other than Abram, in this 
dialogue, there are two elements that cannot be argued.  First is the fact that the vision is framed 
in the prophetic formula style authenticating a Divine conversational partner
591
 and secondly 
Abram, through the use of his address recognizes this fact.
592
   
6. Gen 32:  Jacob/Israel 
For most commentators the name change of Jacob to Israel as contained in Gen 32:29 ( אל רמאיו
םא יכ ךמש דוע רמאי בקעי-לארשי ) engenders a discussion regarding the meaning of the names and 
recognition of Jacob’s character.  According to Turner, like Abram/Abraham and Sarai/Sarah 
before him, “Jacob’s new name does not announce any change in his life, but simply registers 
that he continues much as before.”593  In this case the etymology of the names is of some help in 
discerning the importance of the names but not as housed in the conventional scholarly 
discussions.   
The traditional consensus is that the name Jacob designates its bearer as a cheat and 
trickster.
594
  The new name Israel is then variously interpreted to mean a “victorious fighter 
against God and people,”595 “may El persevere,”596 or as a name of honor recalling the 
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triumphant struggle.
597
  The arguments strive to change Jacob’s deceitful character to that of a 
worthy patriarch and progenitor of Israel as a nation.
598
  This argument, however, is limited by 
the descriptive verbs הרש ‘to persist/strive’ and לכי ‘to prevail.’  “The explanation [of the new 
name, added by ET] sets God and men as the object of the key verb, a point that cannot be 
justified in an analysis of the name.  The name suggests that the story should be interpreted as a 
struggle between Jacob and God, but that point alone does not do justice to the explanation.  
Israel is by nature, by name, the one who struggles with both God and man.”599  Therefore the 
new name Israel does not describe his future but his past and present situation.  He has, in fact, 
been striving with others his entire life.
600
  As we saw with Sarah, the new name is not an 
indicator of character, per se, but of the status of the individual before the Deity.   
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While the meaning behind the names has selected weight it is not the most significant 
aspect to the use of the name.  During the struggle Jacob demands a blessing from his attacker.  
Before that blessing is given he must state his name.  In an earlier episode, Gen 27, Jacob was 
asked the same question.  His response was a categorical lie in which he answered “I am Esau 
your first born.”601  This time, however, he answers with abrupt honesty.  Arnold sees this 
response as a “near confession since ‘Jacob’ echoes the verb to deceive.”602  Van Rad judges the 
facts, “The ancients did not consider a name as simply sound and smoke.  On the contrary, for 
them the name was closely linked with its bearer in such a way that the name contained 
something of the character of the one who bore it.  Thus, in giving his name, Jacob at the same 
time had to reveal his whole nature.”603  Wenham explains that “To bestow a blessing, the 
blesser must know who he is blessing.”604  Jacob’s revelation before his assailant admits his guilt 
in cheating his brother.  The assailant now knows, from Jacob’s own lips, who he is dealing with. 
For Jacob’s assailant the only power he has within the dialogue is the authority to change 
the patriarch’s name to Israel and to bless him.  According to Barthes, a revealed name in this 
case, is “clearly related to blessing.”605  Once the confession ‘Jacob’ has been stated a new name 
can be revealed.  It is the name by which the Deity can now bless the patriarch.  This bestowal of 
the blessing, as contained in the new name, regardless of its interpretative translation, becomes 
the climax of the episode.
606
  The juxtaposition of the assailant’s refusal to provide Jacob/Israel 
with a proper name in v. 30 keeps the conversational focus on the Divine blessing, not on the 
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messenger who gives it.
607
  For this dialogue the use of a name parallels the giving of a divine 
blessing to an individual who is willing to divulge his true human nature. 
 
The purpose of this examination has been to determine if a proper name has more meaning 
within dialogue than traditional narrative analysis allows.  By removing the overarching 
narrative and lessening the influence of the customary scholarship, we have observed within the 
Cain dialogue that the use of a proper name specifically identifies one human.  This divine 
identification is not just for the one being protected.  It also acknowledges that identity to the 
world.  In the wilderness dialogue Hagar’s proper name recognizes her as a complete individual 
who has a privileged relationship with the Deity separate from that of the covenant couple.  For 
Sarah, her proper name proves her import to the overall story.  She is more than just Abraham’s 
wife or a mother to be.  The use of her name, repeated and emphasized, reveals her true identity 
and destiny.  She is an individual who is not on the Deity’s periphery.  Gen 15 employs the name 
Abram to reveal a covenant and to stress the master/servant relationship that exists between the 
Divine and the patriarch.  While a proper name in Gen 32 engenders a great deal of discussion 
regarding a human’s ability to know their Deity, declaration and knowledge of a name is 
instrumental within the act of a blessing.  A name may have an etymological reason propelling it 
into the narrative.  It may be a symbol or type of things to come for a biblical character.  How a 
name is used within dialogue, however, shows the Divine/human relationship to be personal, 
sometimes private, other times very public, but always individualized.    
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C. Dialogue Analysis
608
 
The next section of this thesis will, in some cases, require a dramatically new perspective 
with regards to the examined passage.  It must be remembered that we have dislodged the 
following passages from the overall narrative through line.  For the most part, narrative elements 
are not part of the analysis nor do they influence the interpretation of dialogue.  I do not examine 
the deeper significance of narrative elements such as cultic performance or hospitality protocol.  
Instead, I treat the performance or protocol as a response to direct speech when there is a direct 
correlation.
609
   
I concede that complete eradication of narrative is impossible to achieve.  I also 
understand that examining dialogue out of context can, in some cases, be detrimental.  It is not 
my goal, however, to fragment the text to such a degree as to render my findings useless to 
further scholarship.  On the contrary, by examining the dialogue in this isolated manner I hope to 
give future scholars new building blocks from which they can extend their own findings.  
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Dialogue or Conversation, as defined using cultural anthropology guidelines, is a verbal communication 
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1. Gen 4:3-15:  Cain’s dialogue  
a. Adjacency Pairs and Turn Taking610 
5b. And Cain was exceedingly angry and his countenance fell.       a 
6. And YHWH said unto Cain, Why do you burn with anger and        
 
 why has your countenance fallen?                                               a` 
7. If you do right is there not praise and if you do not do right 
 sin will lie down at the door and unto you will his longing        b  
 but you shall have dominion over him.              
8b2. And Cain rose up against Abel his brother and killed him.        b` 
9a. And YHWH said unto Cain, Where is Abel your brother?         c 
9b. And he said, I know not.  Do I have charge of my brother?      c` 
10a. And he said, What have you done?                                             d 
10b. A voice, the blood of thy brother, is calling out to me                             
 from the ground. 
11. And now, cursed are you from the ground which opened  
 her mouth to receive the blood of your brother from your                                      d` 
 hand.                                                                                                  e 
12. When you till the ground she will not give her strength to you. 
 Quivering and wandering you will be on the land                                        
13. And Cain said unto YHWH, My iniquity is too great to bear. 
14a,b1  Behold! You drove me out this day from the face of the                  e` 
 ground and from your face I will be hidden and I will be  
 quivering and wandering on the land.   
14b2. And it will be that all those who find me will kill me.               f 
15a. And YHWH said to him, No, all those who attempt to kill         f` 
 Cain I will punish seventy times.   
 
b. Analysis 
With the first line of dialogue, Gen 4 avoids the obvious.  Without reference to Abel or his 
‘regarded’ offering, the Deity confronts Cain echoing the narrator’s words.  Verse 6 ( ךל הרח המל
ךינפ ולפנ המלו) repeats in verbal form the narrative elements of 5b (וינפ ולפיו דאמ ןיקל רחיו) (a-a`) 
but turns the same words into a question using the repeated interrogative המל.  Humphreys 
suggests that since the Deity does not wait for a reply this first verse of dialogue is intended to be 
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interpreted as a rhetorical question
611
 indicating that “Yahweh wants Cain to know he is aware of 
what he feels.”612  It can be said that the dialogue echo acts as a bridge from the previous 
action.
613
  The questions in v. 6 “presumes an understanding of what has preceded which passes 
a moral condemnation on Cain; the question implies a reproach and does not see that Cain’s 
resentment is justified.”614  This may be the first time the Deity has spoken to Cain but the 
questions asked and how they are asked support the argument that the Deity is well aware of the 
individual human.
615
   
The awareness evidenced in the questions of v. 6 supports the second divine expression 
in v. 7.  The statement of v. 7a ( םא אולה-ץבר תאטח חתפל ביטית אל םאו תאש ביטית ), however, is 
murky.
616
  Most scholars agree that Gen 4:7 is one of the most difficult and obscure passages in 
the Bible.
617
  Westermann goes so far as to state that “all explanations or attempts at emendation 
of the text have failed.”618  One of the difficulties is the identification of the object of the Deity’s 
address in v. 7. ( םא אולה-תאש ביטית )  According to Humphreys it is unclear as to whether the 
Deity is “addressing Cain’s initial gift, stating that it was not good but it is in his power to do 
good in giving gifts to him? Or is it addressed to Cain’s anger—presumably not in Yahweh’s 
                                                 
611
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eyes an appropriate response to his response to their gifts?”619  B-D-B indicates that the noun 
תאש can be translated as ‘exaltation, dignity, swelling and/or uprising.’  The most common 
translation of Gen 4:7 ‘is there not acceptance’ is considered dubious.620  There is an essence of 
forgiveness, or uplifting of countenance, and/or cheerfulness in the original that is hard to 
express in the translation, all of which makes determining its emphasis difficult.
621
 
Verse 7b ( ת התאו ותקושת ךילאולשמ-וב ) is relatively simple when compared with 7a.  There 
is a minor translation difficulty in the imperfect verb לשמת.  “The force of timšol is debated and 
can range across ‘will/may/must rule.’  Varied translations reflect the difficulties in pinning 
down a term that may owe a significant dimension of its impact to its very scale of 
possibilities.”622  Westermann opts to translate the verb as ‘must master’ but also contends that it 
is not definitive.  “One can also interpret the sentence as a question (the absence of the particle 
introducing a question would be grammatically possible): ‘But you, will you be its master?’  The 
sentence would then have echoes of a warning”623  Westermann does admit that there is not a 
great deal of difference between the statement and the question.  However, according to turn-
taking pairing, a question would beg for an adjacent verbal response from Cain.  If interpreted as 
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a statement, and therefore a promise, the narrative action of v. 8b2 ( לא ןיק םקיו-והגרהיו ויחא לבה ) is 
the pairing with the narration acting as the adjacent pair. (b-b`)  The statement of v. 7b then, 
becomes a promise of outcome from the Deity to the human if the individual takes the correct 
action.  The choice “clearly lies with [Cain. added by ET]”624  Cain’s response, as the rest of the 
dialogue explains, is incorrect action.   
Coats states that the second dialogue section (vv. 9-15) “can be defined in terms of a 
gradual reduction in tension.” 625  He is interested in following the Deity’s reaction to the guilt of 
the human.  Westermann sees a description of punishment to fit the crime of murder and 
observes that the Deity conducts the interaction directly with Cain, in other words face to face.  
Westermann also notes that “it is only in Gen 1-11 in the whole of the Old Testament that God 
acts directly as judge in this way.”626  The choice of language reflects this construct.   
Some see the Deity as an ‘interrogator,’627 others see the question asked in v. 9a as 
rhetorical, implying rebuke.
628
  Following the single word sentence (והגרהיו) “And he killed him” 
v. 9 introduces, in quick succession, a tightly intertwined Divine/human dialogue where the 
Deity seems to be immediately present. (c-c`)  The text indicates little or no delay between 
Cain’s action of killing and the Deity’s question.  The question ( א לבה יאחךי ) “Where is Abel your 
brother?” then becomes a “means for discovery by Yahweh and for him to come to terms with 
what has happened.  On the other [hand, added by ET], their effect is also to urge the one 
questioned, and the reader, to view what has happened from the perspective of Yahweh’s interest 
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or stake in it.”629  The question “Where is your brother?” contains two important points.  First, 
Cain does not exist on his own, he has a brother.  And second, there is one who has an interest in 
interrogating him.
630
  In this one question Cain is offered the opportunity to confess these two 
relationships, one with his brother and one with the Divine.   
Cain’s ‘brazen’ response in v. 9b (יכנא יהא רמשה יתעדי אל) lies in the face of his divine 
relationship and rejects any fraternal responsibility.
631
 (c-c`)  Cassuto sees the meaning of the lie 
as an intensification of sin begun in Gen 2.  He states that, “When there is a murder there is 
usually a lie which serves to cover it up.  Actually one of the most important settings of the lie as 
a cover up for a fact is the context of murder and its consequences.”632  La Sor calls Cain’s 
response ‘an impertinent witticism’633 but Westermann gives him a bit more credit.  He says 
Cain “is correct in his retort inasmuch as it is not really his job to be looking after his brother 
constantly.  He is incorrect when he obscures the situation where he should have been his 
brother’s keeper.”634  Humphreys also has some admiration for Cain and calls him ‘not unskilled 
in rhetorical combat.’  He goes on to explain that Cain’s “statement followed by a question 
suggests [that, added by ET] if Yahweh’s questions attempt to shift his perspective, Cain’s urges 
that his initial perspective be entertained as well.”635  Taking v. 9 as a whole we see the 
relationship between Deity and human to be tense not only in a tight structural form but also in 
the dialogue pairing, with each participant challenging the other to varying degrees.  
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Verse 10a gives no indication that the Deity has answered Cain’s question.  Cassuto 
suggests that “What have you done?” (תישע המ) is a “rhetorical question resembling an 
interjection”636 mostly due to the understanding that the answer is already known to the Deity.  
Westermann on the other hand sees the Deity’s question as “confronting Cain and his 
cantankerous lie and saying to him face to face: ‘What have you done!’  This does not evoke a 
retort from Cain which could pin him down on his lie; instead it expresses the perplexity which 
the deed must arouse in everyone.”637 
Westermann then declares the statement of v. 10b to be “one of the monumental 
sentences in the Bible.”638 (  לוקדקעצ ךיחא ימיןמ ילא ם-אהמדה )  The blood that has been shed is 
calling out, accusing in a most descriptive way compared to the terse report of murder.  For 
Westermann “the most important word in the sentence is ילא, ‘to me.’  It is no empty sentence 
that the blood of the victim cries out; there is someone there to whom it cries out.  Cain cannot 
hide his deed… The murderer has no escape when faced with [the question of v. 10a, added by 
ET] because there is someone who hears the victim’s blood crying out.”639  
Instead of allowing Cain time to respond, the Deity voices “a pointed two-word question 
followed by an extended statement” 640 that runs through the end of v. 12.  Coats identifies this 
multi-verse statement as a formal accusation due to the virtue of its legal wording.
641
  The Deity 
does not allow for any kind of human reply.  Instead the statement continues immediately from 
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question (v. 10a), to accusation (v. 10b) to judgment (vv. 11-12). (d-d’)  The Deity, in effect, 
answers the question of 10a by reporting to have heard the blood of the slain brother in 10b. ( לוק
ןמ ילא םיקעצ ךיחא ימד-המדאה )   
The next adjacency pairing begins in v. 11 (e-e`) with the first hint of an emphatic 
emphasis. ( ןמ התא רורא התעו-אהמדה )  Cassuto explains, “the התעו belongs to the framework and is 
not part of the curse.”642  He therefore reasons that this exclusion, combined with the past 
participle רורא, serve to make the subject התא emphatic.643  The causative connotation of the 
preposition ןמ attached to המדאה is the element accusing Cain of the sin he has committed.  It is 
the cry of the blood that overcomes Cain and his hubris.
644
  
The יכ that begins v. 12 is, according to Cassuto, a “phrase that usually serves to 
introduce the conclusion.”645  For Cassuto, the emphasis of the passage is the curse of ‘quivering 
and wandering’ (דנו ענ) that will follow Cain for the rest of his life.  Westermann and others make 
the point that the phrase definitely does not describe the life of a wandering shepherd or the 
nomadic tribes of the area.  The meaning describes “an existence that is hunted and hounded.”646   
Westermann declares these dialogue verses (11-12) to be not so much about the lifestyle 
resulting from the curse, as they are “saying something about the consequence of the deed”647 
originally perpetrated by Cain.  He states:  
The curse affects the individual.  Its effect is to separate or cut off [as an, added by ET] 
individual is set apart from the community[… added by ET]  There is no case attested 
where a collective is cursed; this is always a secondary usage.  It can only be an 
individual who is cursed in 4:2-16[… added by ET]  This makes the sign of Cain 
comprehensible; so too the punishment that Cain receives and his complaint about its 
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severity.  He is expelled from the community of other people[… added by ET]  Among 
those people who live alienated from God and limited by mortality and fallibility there is 
the exceptional possibility of life under the curse.  This is embodied in Cain.”648 
 
In a similar vein, Sailhamer sees this portion of dialogue as focusing on the theme of repentance.  
He states that “the meaning of this passage turns on how we understand Cain’s reply in v. 13.  
Did Cain complain that his ‘punishment’ was too great to bear?  Or should we understand his 
reply to be that his ‘iniquity’ was too great to forgive?”649 
According to Westermann, Cain’s brief but clever defensive response (אשנמ ינוע לודג) to 
the curse is in the form of a lament
650
 whose theme, in vv. 13-14b1, (e-e`) is the mitigation of 
threatened punishment.
651
  Cain acknowledges his sin/punishment/iniquity is too great to tolerate 
but, as Humphreys points out, “it is not clear just how much Cain acknowledges in saying ‘my 
‘awon is too great for bearing.’  [He, added by ET] directs Yahweh’s attention to his punishment 
and even elaborates on it, as he transposes banishment from the ground’s face to being hidden 
from Yahweh’s face, and as he expands being a fugitive and wanderer in to being free game to 
any who find him.”652  Juxtaposed to this concept, Cassuto claims that v. 13 could not be a plea 
for mitigation because “Cain’s heart is now filled with remorse; he realizes the enormity of his 
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crime, and accepts the judgment.”653  For Westermann there has been no admission of guilt or 
remorse, only the declaration that the separation from community will be too great to bear.  
Whether Cain is filled with remorse or concerned for his separation from the community, the 
question becomes should mitigation be considered?   
The force of the curse of banishment is recognized in v. 14a when ‘the ground’s face’ 
(המדאה ינפ לעמ) is understood to be the geographical area “where Cain and Abel lived their lives 
and which at the same time provided the means for life to be lived, for nourishment, prosperity, 
security, protection.  Banishment meant the confiscation of the whole basis of life and with it 
exposure to such danger of death as to be equivalent to surrender to death or worse.”654  When 
read in this light Cain’s lament in vv. 13-14b1 describes the enormity of his alienation and why it 
will be so hard to bear.  ‘To be driven away from the ground and from before the Deity’ ( תשרג
אה ינפ לעמ םויה יתאדרתסא ךינפמו המ ) “is to have all relationships, particularly with the family 
broken.  Moreover, it is to have one’s relationship with the Lord broken.”655  Cassuto wants to 
find some redeeming value in Cain stating that he “acquiesces in all this as a just punishment for 
his crime, and to indicate his submission to the judgment he repeats the words of the Lord’s 
decree.”656  Westermann, however, explains the need for the repetition of the curse of ‘quivering 
and wandering’ as looking for the function of the whole dialogue.  He states:  
The narrative of Cain contains the cry of the blood of the victim and the lament of the 
murderer condemned for life.  The cry and the lament are part of human existence; they 
are a defensive reaction to life threatened.  Just as in v. 10 the blood of the one murdered 
does not cry in the void, so too the defensive lament of the murderer is heard.  The person 
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as a creature, and no matter what one’s situation, remains within earshot of the creator; 
that is the meaning of the cry and the lament.
657
 
 
To determine the meaning within this dialogue and the relationship between the human and the 
Divine we need to examine the final adjacent pairing.  
By v. 14b1 we have a broken Divine/human relationship (e-e’) with words from Cain that 
express fear due to a lack of divine protection.  Cain’s statement in v. 14b2 ( לכ היהו-ינגרהי יאצמ ) 
is, for the human, a statement of fact.  Now that the verdict of judgment has been delivered and 
the protection of the Divine and the community removed, there is nothing standing between Cain 
and those who seek retribution.  In an adjacency pair context the human statement cries out for a 
Divine response. (f-f`)  In v. 15a the Hebrew states YHWH spoke to him (הוהי ול רמאיו).  This 
speech, however, is different from the previous ones due to the manner in which the proper name 
is used.  The Deity identifies Cain but the Divine is not addressing him directly. ( לכ ןכל- גרהק ןי
י םיתעבשקם )  Cassuto notes that the wording is “if anyone slays Cain, not if anyone slays YOU, 
because this is a proclamation addressed to all mankind.”658  The use of the proper name here is 
to inform all of humankind that the Deity is aware of one single individual and that individual, 
no matter what the crime, is still protected to a certain extent by the Deity.
659
 
The verb םקנ ‘avenge, take vengeance’ is used, according to most commentaries, in a 
juridical form.  The justification for this usage is “to prevent a person, even a murderer, from 
becoming a prey for other people.  The sentence is meant to forestall blood vengeance; the 
‘sevenfold’ is to act as a deterrent.”660  The choice of ‘seventy times’ or ‘7 fold’ is also 
significant.  The Deity is indicating that vengeance will be taken “in perfect measure, with the 
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full stringency of the law.”661  The significance to the juridical use of the verb combined with the 
use of the proper name identifies Cain and his protection under a legal ordinance as he is cast out 
into the world.  Westermann, who does not see repentance in Cain’s actions, does, however, 
admit to a limited mitigation on the Deity’s part in v. 15a.  He says, “The mitigation, or 
limitation, of the punishment in v. 15 is not really modifying what was pronounced in vv. 11-12, 
but parries the consequences of the life of an outcast which Cain feared.”662  
In this first Divine/human relational dialogue we have an interesting dynamic.  The Deity 
of Genesis 1-3 who created and commanded all things is challenged in direct discourse with a 
human.  The first two adjacent pairs combine verbal speech from the Deity with human reaction 
narrative.  In both cases, however, the Divine’s verbal statements express patterns of awareness 
of the actions taken by Cain.  The third pairing catches the human in a lie and denial as to his 
relationship with the Deity who is questioning him.  Cain’s brazen interrogation of the Divine 
rejects his fraternal responsibility and imposes his perspective on the Deity.  The pairing of 
section d-d’ is all contained within one divine speech.  In this case the movement is progressive 
with the Deity first questioning Cain’s actions (10a), then answering the question with 
knowledge that Cain will not or does not have the opportunity to give (10b).  To further elucidate 
the situation the Deity then continues from accusation to judgment.  The progression of vv. 11 
and 13 provide the initiation of the fifth pairing.  Whether there is repentance in Cain’s nature 
will be debated for millennia to come.  That is not at question here.  What is observed, however, 
is that Cain, now under condemnation, once again forces the Deity to view the situation through 
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the human lens with his response in vv. 13-14b1.  The final pairing of this Divine/human 
relational dialogue is a declaration of perceived human fact, that all who find Cain will attempt 
to kill him.  The Deity responds with a mitigation of the above mentioned judgment.  While the 
human is still cursed to quiver and wander, those who kill him will be avenged.   
For this Divine/human relational dialogue the thrust and parry of conversation is 
confrontational.  The human requires the Deity to view the situation from his point of view.  The 
Divine still holds the upper hand but is willing to concede, if in a very limited fashion, to Cain’s 
distress.  The human must still pay for his crimes but he has voiced his opinion and been heard 
by the Deity.  Regardless of the moral decline of the human Cain, he is still under the auspices of 
the Divine.   
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2. Gen 16:7-14: Hagar in the wilderness 
a. Adjacency Pairs and Turn Taking 
 
8a1. And he said, Hagar Sarai’s handmaid, Where have you        a 
come from  
8a2. and where will ye go?                                                             b 
8b. And she said, I am fleeing from Sarai my mistress.               a` 
9. And the messenger of YHWH said to her, Return to              b` 
 your mistress and bow down under her hands. 
10. And the Messenger of YHWH said to her, I will cause 
your seed to multiply.  And I will not count its abundance. 
11. And the messenger of YHWH said to her, Behold, you are  
 pregnant and you will bring forth a son and will call his                    c 
 name Ishmael because YHWH has heard your affliction. 
12. And he will be a wild ass of a man.  His hand will be against  
 all men and they will be against him.  Amid all his brothers  
 will he dwell.   
13. And she called the name of YHWH who was speaking 
 to her God who sees me, because she said, Also, have          c` 
 I not continued to see after he has seen me?  
 
b. Analysis 
Sarna labels the Deity’s encounter with Hagar as “not fortuitous but deliberate and 
purposeful.”663  With the opening statement in v. 8 (ירש תחפש רגה) we are told that the Divine 
knows the exact identity of the woman with whom the Deity is speaking; not just by the use of 
her proper name but with the naming of her mistress and social status.  Unlike Abram and Sarai 
who will never identify Hagar by name, the Divine speaks to her in a most personal way and 
asks her two very pointed questions. (a, b)  The interrogations ( יא-יכלת הנאו תאב הזמ ) however, are 
not just about her situation at that single moment in time.  Von Rad sees the questions as a 
reflection of her past and her future.
664
   
With the initiation of dialogue by the Deity, Hagar is not reduced, as might be expected, 
to quivering silence.  Instead, the appearance of the Divine and the questions asked have drawn 
Hagar to speak for the first time.  Her first response is to answer truthfully – but not completely. 
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664
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( רב יכנא יתרבג ירש ינפמתח )  She does acknowledge her past social status which still has a claim 
upon her.
665
  She does not, however, recount the abuse she has suffered.
666
  Hagar simply states 
where she has come from. (a-a`)  Where she is going is left unanswered.  The response focuses 
only on her past, to the effect of confessing that she envisions no future.
667
  Verse 9, however, 
displays the Deity’s inclination “to both the past and the future, though focusing on the 
future.”668  
Verse 9 ( לא יבוש-הידי תחת ינעתהו ךתרבג ) is an interesting adjacent pair in that the Divine’s 
commands answer the Divine’s question of v.8a2 by reversing Hagar’s action of fleeing with a 
mandate to return. (b-b`)  Humphrey’s sees this specific response in the context of the larger 
Sarai-Hagar narrative.  He understands the command to be an underscoring of “the motif of 
authority/power/control in this unit.”669  Wenham also considers the Divine command in the 
context of the whole narrative.  For him “this apparently harsh intervention is viewed by the 
narrator as an act of divine grace that salvages at least temporarily something from the wreck of 
human relationships described in the first scene.”670  Trible, however, states that within the 
Divine response of v. 9 and the dialogue of ‘return and submit’ Hagar has been found by the 
Deity “in order to tell her where she is going.  And the Divine command merges origin and 
destiny.”671   
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Often commentators see this command as insensitive or oppressive
672
 and justifiably so.  
However, it cannot be stressed enough that the command is then qualified with a blessing. 
Given [Hagar’s, added by ET] contempt of Sarai (16:4-5) her future stands in danger (in 
view of 12:3), so she must get this matter resolved before true freedom for her becomes 
possible.  At the same time, she will not return defenseless and she will not return with 
the same dependent status as before.  She will go back to Abraham and Sarai with strong 
promises received directly and personally from God.  With these promises in hand, Hagar 
will no longer be dependent upon God’s promises to Abraham and Sarai as she stands on 
her own in her relationship with God.
673
 
  
The address in v. 9 seems intolerably harsh; however, the intervening of a promise in v. 10 
precedes language of salvation in v. 11 and the added descriptive clarification of v. 12.
674
  All of 
which leads to the third adjacent pairing of this dialogue.   
The blessing promised in v. 10 ( תא הברא הברה-ברמ רפסי אלו ךערז ) comes to Hagar; not a 
man, a husband or a patriarch.  Of all the women in the book of Genesis, she is the only one to 
receive this divine promise directly and one of just four people “to hear the language of the 
promise from God’s own lips.”675  Darr comments that “surely these words are intended to 
comfort Hagar.  After all, a divine promise of numerous offspring is no small thing, even if it 
does not carry with it a concomitant pledge that those children will inherit land on which to 
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live.”676  Gunkel even declares the blessing “a superabundantly rich reward for the hardship.”677  
Unlike the more general promise to Abram in chapters 12 and 15, the promise to Hagar in v. 10 
is specified with annunciation details supplied in v. 11. 
With the announcement ‘Behold you are pregnant’ (הרה ךנה) in v. 11 the Deity 
acknowledges Hagar’s intimate secret.678  Unlike Sarai, Rachel and Hannah who rail on the 
Divine as well as their husbands regarding their affliction of barrenness, there is no record of 
Hagar ever crying out to the Deity or anyone else for a child.  While birth announcements 
frequently include a prophecy regarding the child’s destiny,679 the unsolicited pronouncement by 
the Divine
680
 pays heed to Hagar’s past affliction and assures her a future through her unborn 
son.
681
   
As the Deity continues in vv. 11b and 12, attention is given to Hagar’s suffering in the 
annunciation of the name of her son.  Ishmael, the messenger claims, will be named ( יכ- הוהי עמש
לא-ךינע ) ‘because YHWH has heard your afflictions.”  These are not Ishmael’s afflictions 
although they do foreshadow his life to a certain extent.  The referenced suffering is Hagar’s.682  
Sarna notes that “here the name is given a special twist and is interpreted as ‘God has paid heed 
to your suffering.’  This constitutes a unique phrase in the Hebrew, it being an amalgam of two 
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distinct idioms.  Generally, God ‘sees (r-’-h) suffering,’ as in Genesis 29:32 and Exodus 4:31, 
and ‘heeded (sh-m-‘) their outcry,’ as in Exodus 3:7 and Deuteronomy 26:7.”683   
Westermann designates the future of Ishmael and his descendants to be “a clan oracle like 
9:25-27.” 684  Brichto labels the verse an ‘aside’ that is for the reader’s edification and not for 
Hagar.
685
  There is, however, significance to v. 12 and the description of Ishmael as a ‘wild ass 
of a man.’ (םדא ארפ)  The connotation being that he will be an individual and live a life 
unfettered by social convention.
686
  While the words focus on Ishmael’s future, the Deity is also 
reflecting on Hagar’s life, both past and future.687  Gunkel acknowledges the continued 
dichotomy of ‘being against every man’ (לכב ודי) by stating that the foretelling “means that this 
independent Ishmael is a son worthy of his defiant mother who did not want to take the yoke 
either and who cast off the secure life because it was a life in subjection.”688  The Divine 
dialogue that contains a command to return and submit is followed by a blessing for the victim, 
an annunciation of a son whose name acknowledges the cruelty she has endured, and a prophecy 
of a future for Hagar and her son that will be anything but meek and dutiful.   
                                                 
683
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Hagar’s response to these divine statements of vv. 10-12 (c-c`) illustrates that she has, 
according to Sarna, become “spiritually stirred by her revelatory experience.  She has become 
conscious of God’s concern for the downtrodden.”689  Regardless of the actual point of Hagar’s 
spiritual awakening, v. 13 ( םש ארקתו-יאר לא התא הילא רבדה הוהי ) is an extraordinary moment in 
Hebrew scripture.  With all that has passed in the dialogue so far it is interesting to note that 
Hagar does not take time to analyze the Deity’s words.690  “Instead, she names the Lord who 
sees.  The narrator introduces her words with a striking expression that accords her a power 
attributed to no one else in the Bible.  Hagar ‘calls the name of the Lord who spoke to her.’  She 
does not invoke the Lord; she names the Lord.  She calls the name; she does not call upon the 
name.”691  By literally calling the name of the Divine ‘He sees me’ Hagar has testified of her 
personal experience with the Divine.
692
  The difference here is that where the Deity ‘heard’ ( משע ) 
Hagar’s afflictions she now responds that the Deity has ‘seen’ (האר) her distress.693   
Humphreys analyzes the impact of Hagar’s choice of naming the Deity ‘The God who 
sees me’ in this manner: 
In her apparent use of a form of the verb ra’ab, ‘to see,’ Hagar reverses and intensifies 
the way Yahweh’s messenger spoke of Yahweh’s attention to her.  He had said ‘Yahweh 
has heard your affliction,’ playing on the name of Ishmael as ‘God (’el) hears.’  
Language of hearing is not unexpected in narratives dealing with God’s engagement with 
humans.  If anything it is striking how readily and easily God and humans talked and 
listened to each other to this point.  Whatever we make of her name for Yahweh and the 
explanation she gives of it, we are struck by the presence of the verb ‘to see (ra’ab).’  It 
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appears once in the name and twice in its explanation (three times in her seven words 
here)[… added by ET]  She speaks, it appears, not of hearing or being heard, but of 
seeing and possibly of being seen.  Might we see Hagar here as claiming for all her 
apparent submission, a certain privilege?  Lowest in the hierarchy of 
authority/power/control, she makes what is a unique claim in speaking of her engagement 
with Yahweh.  Yahweh has yet to speak to Sarai.  He has spoken to Abram but neither 
Abram nor the narrator has claimed in so many words that Abram saw Yahweh/God.  In 
fact, Hagar’s claim here [in v. 13, added by ET] stands out not only in this text but as one 
of the few such claims in all of the Hebrew Bible.  For all her social marginality, Hagar 
constructs God and their encounter in ways that privilege her.
694
   
 
The effect of claiming to have been seen by the Deity is Hagar’s way of asserting a relationship 
with the Divine that Sarai does not have.
695
  The response also harkens back to the use of her 
proper name by the Deity who acknowledges her personhood when Sarai has not.  Hagar’s final 
response also serves to combine the understanding that both Hagar and the Divine have ‘plainly’ 
observed and are aware of each other.
696
  Hagar names the Deity whom she encountered ‘Deity 
of my seeing,’ that is, ‘the Divine who saw me (in my distress).’  “This would be a satisfactory 
conclusion, but v. 13b adds another explanation, whose text is obscure”697  There is no standard 
translation for 13b.  For example, יאר ירחא יתיאר םלה םגה הרמא יכ has been interpreted as “Have I 
seen God and lived after seeing him?”698 “Did I not go on seeing here after he had seen me?”699 
and “The God who sees me lives.”700  While the text is formidable to translators, it must be 
stressed that the statement at least speaks of a mutual seeing on the part of both Hagar and the 
Divine and includes the idea of still living after having been seen by the Deity.  For a woman 
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who is denied a personal identity by those with whom she lives, the divine care she has been 
shown throughout this dialogue exceeds the human abandonment she has suffered.
701
 
Once Hagar is removed from those who control virtually every aspect of her life a 
personal relationship can materialize and that relationship, it turns out, is with the Divine.  When 
examined, the dialogue pairs do not identify Hagar as only a handmaid to Sarai, in terms of her 
son or as the mother of Abraham’s first born.702  “The Deity’s treatment of Hagar and the 
promises to, and demands of, her signify the Deity’s understanding of the role and importance of 
her character.”703  Gossai observed,  
The return of Hagar to Sarai is not a return to the status quo.  While the messenger’s 
words might appear to be a reconstruction of an identical slave-mistress relationship as 
existed before, in fact Hagar is now aligned with a different source of power.  Hagar now 
has the confidence of Yahweh, and while Sarai and Abram are covenanted with Yahweh, 
Yahweh’s ‘preferential option' for the poor is evident here.704  
 
Mutual recognition is illuminated in each of our three adjacent pairs. 
With the initial utterance of speech the Divine acknowledges Hagar to be a complete 
individual worthy of proper identification.  Her social status is also acknowledged.  The first 
adjacent pairing then reiterates the experience of the human being and the limited future she sees.  
The second pairing, answering the Divine question of future plans, is provided not by the human 
but by the Deity.  Hagar will return and submit to the past she has run from.  Harsh as this 
sounds, the third paring exhibits a Divine/human relationship not seen anywhere else in Genesis.  
For the humiliation she has endured and will have to endure, Hagar will not be a slave, handmaid 
or Egyptian only.  She will be a mother of abundance.  Her son will be free and strong against 
those who try to enslave him.  Her unspoken thoughts, feelings, and pains have been heard and 
                                                 
701
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addressed in a way that allows her to state that the Deity has ‘seen’ her as no one else in the 
scriptures has.  The Divine/human relational dialogue, in this case, states unequivocally that the 
individual human is seen, heard and known by the Deity in a way that others cannot begin to 
acknowledge.  
149 
 
3.   Gen 17:15-22: Sarah renamed 
a. Adjacency Pairs and Turn Taking 
 
15. And Elohim said unto Abraham, Your wife Sarai, you will  
not call her Sarai because her name is Sarah. 
16a. And I will bless her and also you will have a son from her   a            b 
16b. and I will bless her and she will be to nations; kings of      
peoples will come from her.                                                   d 
17a. And Abraham fell upon his face and he laughed                   a` 
17b. and he said in his heart, Will a son be born to one who is 
one hundred years old and will Sarah who is ninety bear?    b`  
18. And Abraham said unto Elohim, O that Ishmael might         c 
live before you. 
19a. And Elohim said, Indeed, Sarah your wife will bear you       b`` 
a son and you will call his name Isaac                                      
19b. and I will set my covenant with him, a covenant forever 
and with his seed after him.                                                    d` 
20. As for Ishmael, I have heard you. Behold I will bless him  
and cause him to be fruitful and he will become many.          c` 
Twelve princes will he father and I will give to him a   
great nation.    
21. I will set my covenant with Isaac whom Sarah will bear      d`` 
to you at the appointed season in the following year. 
 
b. Analysis 
The opening verbal statement of dialogue in Gen 17 is unique within the conversations we are 
examining.  This initial statement by the Deity, changing Sarai’s name to Sarah ( אל ךתשא ירש-
תא ארקת-המש הרש יכ ירש המש ), has no adjacent pair in Abraham’s verbal response, actions or any 
divine counterpoint.
705
  Per our discussion of proper names most scholars see the name change as 
identifying Sarah as a ‘princess’ now worthy of covenantal motherhood.  Abraham, however, has 
no comment, verbal or otherwise, to make regarding the change in his wife’s name.  It is v. 16 
that ‘throws him for a loop’ and begins the turn-taking in earnest. 
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The dialogue of v. 16 contains multiple blessings for Sarah as the Deity introduces the 
promise of a son by and kingly increase to the matriarch.
706
  While most commentaries continue 
to focus on the patriarchal emphasis of the dialogue,
707
 Speiser makes a surprising ‘Sarah-
centered’ observation:   
The passage is concerned with Sarah, whereas her son is as yet incidental.  Indeed, if it 
were not for redundancy in the Heb. verse as it stands (the repetition of ‘I will bless her’), 
no reference to the blessing of Isaac would have been suspected at this point.  There is 
also the inherent possibility that the second instance is to be construed as part of a 
subordinate clause: “And when I have blessed her, she shall give rise to nations.”708   
 
What makes the two blessings made to Sarah by the Deity in v. 16 so interesting is not just their 
utterance but the fact that the emphasis is, in fact, on Sarah.  Five times in the verse and within 
each subordinate clause, Sarah is identified as the individual who will receive or be active in the 
blessings.
709
 (ויהי הנממ םימע יכלמ םיוגל התיהו היתכרבו ןב ךל הנממ יתתנ םגו התא יתכרבו)  The emphasis is 
no longer on “God’s oath for possession of land; here the promise seems more directly attached 
to multiplication of descendants.  Moreover, the content of the everlasting covenant becomes 
explicitly the promise for a son by Sarah.”710  While the promises are spoken to Abraham, the 
text does not assimilate Sarah under Abraham.
711
  Through the declaration of promised blessings 
in v. 16 Sarah has been expressly assured participation in the divine covenant the Deity made 
with Abraham.  As Schneider says, “There is nothing subtle about the Deity’s intentions or 
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stance on the matter,”712 all of which makes the pairing of vv. 16a and 17a more interesting. (a-
a`) 
The adjacent pairing of vv. 16a and 17a (a-a`) is not a strong one initially.  Laughter, 
however, can be considered a verbal utterance, especially in light of what we will witness in the 
next chapter, and when the surrounding dialogue is analyzed, the pairing of vv. 16a and 17a 
becomes more apparent.  In Gen 17:3 the Deity appeared to Abram to discuss details of the 
covenant, Abram’s only reaction was to fall on his face. לע םרבא לפיו-וינפ) )  Most scholars 
interpret this as an expression of awe, submission and faith.
713
  Abram’s name is changed and the 
following verses reaffirm the covenantal promise and deliver the Law of Circumcision.  
Throughout the divine speeches Abraham has no verbal reaction.  Here in v. 17a, reacting to the 
knowledge of Sarah’s upcoming pregnancy, he falls on his face and this time laughs.714 ( לפיו
לע םהרבא-קחציו וינפ ) (a-a`) 
Scholars debate the interpretation of v. 17a in various ways that often indicate their level 
of respect for the man and the office of patriarch.  Westermann argues that “the gesture of falling 
down in reverence is Abraham’s first and most important reaction.  His ‘laughing’ plays on the 
name of the son.”715  Turner suggests that Abraham laughs “with a laugh of exasperation and 
words of incredulity.  The first action (17:3) shows his comfort with Ishmael as the focus, 
reinforced by 13 years of non-communication from Yahweh.  The second registers just how 
resistant to change he is.”716  Cotter goes so far as to state that: 
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 Schneider, Sarah: Mother of Nations, 58. 
713
 Sarna asks if the laughter is that of “joy, surprise, doubt—or perhaps a little of each?”  Sarna, "Genesis," 123.   
714
 Brichto claims, “the point of locating this act of grateful obeisance at this juncture [in v. 17, added by ET] is to 
signal a skepticism on Abraham’s part, a skepticism explicitly thought…  It is to this almost-expressed skepticism 
that God replies.”  Brichto, The Names of God: Poetic Readings in Biblical Beginnings, 228. 
715
 Westermann, Genesis: A Practical Commentary, 132. 
716
 Turner, Genesis, 83.  Dennis suggests Abraham’s laugh is in response to the ‘absurdity’ of the suggestion that the 
aged patriarch and his wife could become pregnant.  Dennis, Sarah Laughed, 47.  
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when God told Abram to face him [in the opening verses of chapter 17, added by ET] 
he—Abram—did not listen, did not walk in God’s way.  His posture should bespeak of 
worshipful obedience.  Instead it bespeaks the opposite.  In 17:17-18, Abraham is still in 
that posture of not listening to the God who is addressing him.  He is distracted, laughing 
to himself about the silly things this divinity says to him.
717
   
 
This initial pairing is the catalyst for the second pairing.   
The declaration that Sarah will have a son engenders the twofold question Abraham 
utters in v. 17b.  Spoken within his heart,
718
 ( האמ ןבלה-םאו דלוי הנש-תבה הרש-דלת הנש םיעשת ) 
Abraham may utter questions of awe, surprise or doubt.  Regardless of how the academic 
chooses to describe the response, “the double question essentially describes two conditions that 
in combination produce a state of affairs that is manifestly inimical to the notion of Abraham and 
Sarah producing a child.”719 (b-b`)  What is interesting from an adjacency pair perspective is the 
Deity’s rebuttal to Abraham’s internal monologue.  Whether Abraham’s actions and thoughts are 
internal or verbal, classified as awe, surprise or doubt, they are not rebuked by the Deity.  
Instead, the dual question is answered with assurance
720
 in v. 19a. ( תארקו ןב ךל תדלי ךתשא הרש לבא
תא-קחצי ומש ) (b-b`-b``)  The promise is emphatically reiterated with details heretofore unknown – 
the name of the promised son. 
                                                 
717
 Cotter, "Genesis," 111.  Furthermore, Wenham contends that the actions taken by Abraham in v. 17 express the 
astonishment and confusion of a 100 year old man.  He states, “The narrative makes Abraham’s astonishment very 
clear in three ways.  First, ‘Abraham fell on his face,’ a gesture of awe, amazement, and gratitude.  In itself, 
prostration is ambiguous: clearly it indicates that Abraham found the remarks about Sarah more amazing than his 
own name change and the command to circumcise his household.  But is he showing faith?  ‘And laughed,’ his 
second astonished response, indicates the opposite; he is not simply laughing with joy, as Jacob maintains.  Sarah’s 
laughter in Gen 18:12-15 clearly expresses unbelief.  Yet the very word קחציו ‘and laughed’ spells ‘and Isaac.’  So in 
laughing at God’s promise, Abraham unwittingly confirms it.  Third, he is so overcome by the announcement that he 
can hardly think straight.  The way he frames his doubt, ‘Can a man… give birth?’ combines two different 
constructions for a double-barreled question.  To smooth his grammar, various emendations have been proposed.  
However, they are unnecessary.  Probably the confused syntax reflects Abraham’s inward confusion.”  Wenham, 
"Genesis 16-50," 25-26. 
718
 See dialogue analysis for a discussion regarding unvocalized speech.   
719
 Sarna, "Genesis," 126. 
720
 Ibid., 126. 
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In the third adjacent pairing Abraham’s verbal reaction (in v. 18) is to “direct God’s 
interest (typically!) to what is already a certainty, i.e., to Ishmael.”721  Abraham raises the 
possibility of Ishmael as his heir.
722
 ( פל היחי לאעמשי ולךינ )  Some scholars interpret this request as 
an indication that Abraham has, to this point, understood Ishmael to be the promised covenant 
son.
723
  Wenham states that, “Superficially, this is just a prayer that God’s care and protection 
will be granted to Ishmael, but in not taking up the promise of a son through Sarah, Abraham 
shows his reservations.”724  In response to Abraham’s plea725 for Ishmael, Trible notes that the 
Deity begins the reply (c-c`) “with an asseverative particle (’abal) that holds both positive and 
negative meaning.  It affirms and it refutes.  Translations capture the nuance with phrases such as 
‘No, but’ and ‘Yes, but.’”  Trible continues, “From God’s perspective Ishmael has the wrong 
mother.  To be sure, he will be blessed, becoming the father of twelve princes and a great nation, 
but he will not be the child of the covenant.”726  The promise given to Ishmael is similar to the 
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 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 103. 
722
 Schneider, Sarah: Mother of Nations, 59. It is interesting to note here that while “the text refers to Ishmael as 
Abraham’s son (16:15; 17:23, 25-26), Abraham never labels Ishmael his son.  Yet, Abraham pleads for Ishmael to 
the Deity (17:18), circumcises him as soon as he learns of that command (17:25), never asks for a son by Sarah, and 
does not encourage the probability of such an event (Gen 20).”  Schneider, Mothers of Promise: Women in the Book 
of Genesis, 34.   
723
 Fretheim states, Abraham seems to be satisfied that [Ishmael, added by ET] is the fulfillment of God’s promise of 
a son (17:17-18);  Isaac is almost an unwelcome afterthought.”  Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 
110.  Trible sees the verse as a plea “for the legitimacy of Ishmael.”  Trible and Russell, Hagar, Sarah, and Their 
Children: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Perspectives, 42.  Coats suggests that Abraham’s first questions in v. 17 
are “simply a complaint, capturing the incredulous character of the promise.  The second [question in v. 18, added 
by ET] is an appeal for Ishmael as the son of the promise.”  Coats, "Genesis," 135.  Brueggemann explains, “We are 
now able to see the function of Ishmael as a threat to the promise. Abraham is no longer pressed to believe in an heir 
to be given, for he already has one, albeit in a devious way.  Abraham is willing to stake his future on Ishmael.  He 
does not fully understand the promise and its strange character.  The laugh and the reference to Ishmael (vv. 17-18) 
are attempts to avoid the deep and unsettling claim God now makes on him.”  Brueggemann, Genesis, 156.   
724
 Wenham, "Genesis 16-50," 26. 
725
 Schneider states that Abraham ‘Makes a case for Ishmael.’  Schneider, Sarah: Mother of Nations, 59.  Turner 
argues that “Abraham’s passionate doubting of whether a couple of their age could possibly procreate (17:17), 
constitutes a plea for Ishmael.”  Turner, Genesis, 82. 
726
 Trible and Russell, Hagar, Sarah, and Their Children: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Perspectives, 42. 
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covenant that will be made with Isaac.  Even though Ishmael is promised princes and nationhood 
the word covenant, however, does not appear in v. 20.
727
   
In the final adjacent pair of dialogue the Deity dramatically reaffirms the original 
statement ( תכרבוהי ממ םימע יכלמ םיוגל התיהוהנ ויהי ) made in v. 16b. (d-d`-d``)  Trible states, “God is 
adamant.  Only Sarah can bear the legitimate heir; only Sarah can keep genealogy alive; only 
Sarah can give birth to the child of the covenant.”728  Furthermore, the Divine states that the 
everlasting covenant will be made with Isaac and only with Isaac. (v. 19b תמקהו יאת- ותא יתירב
וירחא וערזל םלוע תירבל  v. 21 ואת-תא םיקא יתירב-קחצי )  Finally, as if to erase all doubt from 
Abraham’s mind, the Deity declares an exact time for the event to take place in the following 
year in v. 21b.
729
 (תרחאה הנשב הזה דעומל הרש ךל דלת)  Nearly the entire dialogue, with its internal 
adjacent pairs (b and c), is circumscribed by this final pairing which pulls the primary focus back 
to Sarah. (d-d’-d``) 
This dialogue and the adjacent pairs contained therein give remarkable attention to a 
woman who is traditionally seen as a secondary character in the patriarchal narrative.
730
  The 
Deity’s opening statement receives no response in the dialogue.  It is the incredible news that a 
90 year old woman will, in fact, have a child that provokes the patriarch to respond.  Attempted 
justifications for the reaction of laughter aside, there has to be some element of disbelief as the 
second pairing delineates a son and his name.  The third pair brings the human perspective to the 
forefront once again.  Abraham indicates that he has a son who may or may not prove to be an 
                                                 
727
 Westermann compares the blessings to clarify that divine blessing can extend beyond Israel even without the 
defining term ‘covenant.’  Ishmael “receives the promise of increase as requested by Abraham in v. 18; it is Isaac, 
however, in whom the ‘covenant’ of God with Abraham is to be continued.  The promise for Ishmael contains the 
same combination of blessing and increase as in v. 16, as well as a clear reference to Ishmael’s history.”  
Westermann, Genesis: A Practical Commentary, 132. 
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 Trible and Russell, Hagar, Sarah, and Their Children: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Perspectives, 42. 
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 Wenham states that this last phrase “raises the tension of the narrative and injects a feeling of suspense and drama 
into it.”  Wenham, "Genesis 16-50," 27. 
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 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 109. 
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heir.  The pairing of c-c` declares this son to have a promised blessing of twelve princes and a 
great nation but the all-encompassing adjacent pair proves, once and for all that nations, kings 
and people will come from the son whom Sara will bear.  A son who will be named Isaac.  
Though the dialogue is between the Deity and Abraham, with Sarah not physically present, this 
conversation is, in actuality, about her; the role she will play, the son she will have.  Abraham’s 
participation is, in a sense, reduced to that of only dialogue partner. 
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4. Gen 18: 9-15: Abraham, visitors and Sarah 
a. Adjacency Pairs and Turn Taking 
 
9a. And they said to him, Where is Sarah your wife?                   a 
9b. And he said, Behold, in the tent.                                             a` 
10a1. And he said, I will return to you in the living season              d 
10a2. and behold Sarah, your wife, will bear a son.                         b   
11. And Abraham and Sarah were old.  It had ceased to be  
 with Sarah after the manner of women. 
12a. And Sarah laughed within herself saying,                               b`          
12b. I am worn out of pleasure and my lord is old.                        c 
13a. And YHWH said unto Abraham, Why did Sarah laugh?        b``                e  
13b. saying, Really? Will I bear when I am old?                                c` 
14a. Is a thing difficult for YHWH?                                                
14b. At the appointed time I will return to you, at that time          d` 
 of life Sarah will have a son. 
15a. And Sarah deceived saying, I did not laugh                          e’ 
 because she feared                                         
15b. and he said, Yes, you laughed.                                               e`` 
 
b. Analysis 
The dialogue of Gen 18 is the first time we have two human participants speaking with and 
reacting to the Deity.
731
  The Divine responses are also varied in their reception and direction, 
i.e., Sarah speaks, albeit internally, and the Deity responds to her comments by addressing 
Abraham.  Scholars often approach this dialogue as a doublet of the Gen 17 account
732
 and, 
while there is merit to the argument, it must be noted that in this conversation Sarah is no longer 
an absent, passive participant.  Therefore this dialogue is not in existence to simply mirror the 
disbelief of Sarah and Abraham.
733
  
                                                 
731
 The visitors who arrive at Abraham’s tent will be identified as the Divine visitors when speaking in the plural and 
where the speaker becomes singular in v. 10a will be entitled the Deity.   
732
 Sharon Pace Jeansonne, The Women of Genesis: From Sarah to Potiphar's Wife (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress 
Press, 1990), 22.   
733
 Brueggemann calls Abraham and Sarah ‘models of disbelief.’  Brueggemann, Genesis, 158.  Turner states, “The 
repetition here of the prediction concerning Sarah’s impending pregnancy is not redundant.  Not only does it provide 
an insight into Sarah’s attitude to the promise, but also underlines Abraham’s reaction.  Sarah’s spontaneous laugh, 
like Abraham’s previous outburst, has all the characteristics of a response to unbelievable news.  She has not heard 
of such a thing before.  Yet Abraham has known of it for some time.  His wife’s reaction reveals that he has never 
told her.”  Turner, Genesis, 84.   
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The narrative preceding this dialogue emphasizes the domestic setting and integrates 
Sarah’s attendance while still keeping her separate from the action.734  The Divine visitor’s initial 
question in v. 9a (ךתשא הרש היא) can be viewed two ways, as a genuine question or a rhetorical 
one.
735
  Whether the scholar views the question from the Divine visitors as guests who have 
enjoyed Sarah’s labors but not yet met her or as a question put forth by Divine visitors who know 
the name of a woman they have never met is not the point.  The response from Abraham in v. 9b 
is. (להאב הנה) (a-a`)  It does not occur to him to ask how the Divine visitors know Sarah’s name.  
Sarah’s presence has not been requested by the Deity before and yet Abraham does not question 
why they might want to know where she is now.
736
  He simply and directly answers the query.  
The initial adjacent pair establishes Sarah’s potential participation in the following exchange and 
                                                                                                                                                             
The scriptures carry no record of Abraham recounting his divine dialogue as recorded in chapter 17 with 
Sarah.  Schneider states that Sarah’s “reaction indicates that Abraham has neglected to inform her of this promise.”  
Schneider, Mothers of Promise: Women in the Book of Genesis, 31.  There is no way to know if this was deliberate 
or not.  It is however important to note that the scriptures seem to indicate that Sarah is at a disadvantage in knowing 
the divine identity of the visitor who is speaking about her and to recognize that, at this juncture, the Deity has not 
self-identified in Sarah’s presence.  Any response from Sarah must be considered with this uncertainty in mind.  
Gunkel, Genesis, 197. 
734
 Trible describes Sarah as standing “surreptitiously outside the tent.”  Trible and Russell, Hagar, Sarah, and Their 
Children: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Perspectives, 43.  Wenham has Sarah simply listening at the tent door with 
the Divine visitor’s back to the tent.  The object of this description, he argues, regardless of the literal positions of 
the participants, is that Sarah’s reaction cannot be physically seen by the Divine visitor.  “The fact that he can 
discern Sarah’s reactions without seeing her proves his status and guarantees his message.” Wenham, "Genesis 16-
50," 48.  Brichto sees a connection with the birth announcement of Gen 17.  “The aside that Sarah was standing at 
the opening of the tent, which was situated behind the numen’s back, is functionally parallel to Abraham’s lying 
face to the ground in Chapter 17.”  Brichto, The Names of God: Poetic Readings in Biblical Beginnings, 232.  
Matthews suggest that Sarah’s location is identified due to observance of the hospitality code.  “The doorway, like 
the city gate, was a conduit for trade and hospitality and could only be crossed with the permission of the owner.”  
This argument will put her outside the tent, listening to the men within.  Victor H. Matthews, "Hospitality and 
Hostility in Genesis 19 and Judges 19," BTB 22/3 (1992): 5.  For a complete explanation of Matthews’ hospitality 
protocols see Victor H. Matthews, "Hospitality and Hostility in Judges 4," BTB 21/13 (1991). 
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 Wenham states, “Like [Gen, added by ET] 3:9 ‘Where are you?’ and [Gen, added by ET] 4:9, ‘Where is Abel 
your brother?’ it is not a real question, for the questioner knows the answer.”  Wenham, "Genesis 16-50," 47.  
Janzen argues that it would be improper for strangers to address a woman or wife directly in the biblical culture.  
Therefore, he states, the initial question is posed to Abraham.  J. Gerald Janzen, Abraham and All the Families of the 
Earth: A Commontary on the Book of Genesis 12-50 (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1993), 54-55. 
736
 Dennis, Sarah Laughed, 49.  See also Schneider, Sarah: Mother of Nations, 68. 
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focuses the reader and the dialogue participants on the real recipient of the message about to be 
given – Sarah.737 
According to Speiser, v. 10a exposes the true nature of the visitors to be Divine.  He 
states that as “one of the visitors now acts as spokesman.  [His, added by ET] statement is the 
first direct intimation that the visitors might not be what they seemed at first.”738  The divine 
nature of the conversation, in truth, begins here.  The revelation that Sarah will have a son in v. 
10a2, according to Darr, is “intended for her ears, since Abraham already had received the good 
news.”739  The statement then begins a ‘tumble-down’ conversation between Sarah and the 
Divine with Abraham acting as a type of translator or somewhat of a go-between.   
The narrative of verse 11 turns to Sarah ‘in the doorway of the tent’ and gives an 
extraordinarily precise description of both Abraham and his wife.  In two clauses the couple is 
described as ‘old in days’ and Sarah as past menopause. ( תויהל לרח םימיב םיאב םינקז הרשו םהרבאו
םישנכ חרא הרשל)  Previously in the narrative Sarah’s reason for childlessness had been described 
in terms of infertility, not age related.
740
  For narrative and dialogue purposes v. 11 is important 
as it provides background to the adjacent pairing and the reactive dialogue that follows.  It is not, 
however, considered part of the dialogue.   
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 Don Seeman, "'Where Is Sarah Your Wife?' Cultural Poetics of Gender and Nationhood in the Hebrew Bible," 
HTR 91/2 (1998): 108. 
738
 Speiser, "Genesis," 130.  Sarna follows Speiser stating, “The supernatural character of the visitors now asserts 
itself.  The statement is not meant to be literal.  It simply means, as Ramban noted, that by this time next year the 
prediction will have been fulfilled.”  Sarna, "Genesis," 130.  
739
 Darr, Far More Precious Than Jewels: Perspectives on Biblical Women, 102.  Emphasis original.  Wenham 
agrees and adds, “The promise is for Sarah alone here, and the phrasing (הנהו) makes it fulfillment sound even 
closer.”  Wenham, "Genesis 16-50," 48.  
740
 See Gen 11:30 and Westermann, Genesis: A Practical Commentary, 135.  Brueggemann suggests that the 
reference to the couple’s great age is to reinforce the fact that “Abraham and Sarah have by this time become 
accustomed to their barrenness.  They are resigned to their closed future.  They have accepted that hopelessness as 
‘normal.’”  Brueggemann, Genesis, 159.  Schneider argues, “The placement of this verse is particularly important.  
Someone definitely considered it relevant for the reader to know and remember the age and status of Abraham and 
the status of Sarah’s fertility before letting the reader know her response.  If the onset of menopause for Sarah were 
not relevant for understanding the following comments, then this information would not have been included.  But it 
is here to help readers understand Sarah’s reaction.”  Schneider, Sarah: Mother of Nations, 69. 
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The second adjacent pair is demonstrated in Sarah’s reaction to v. 10a2. (b-b`-b’’)  Verse 
12a states, ‘And Sarah laughed’ in response to hearing she will have a son. (הרש קחצתו)  It is a 
simple statement that has provoked much scholarship and friction.  Is it unfaithfulness, derision, 
disbelief in the Deity or a natural reaction to extraordinary news?
741
  It is true that some 
scholarship excuses Abraham’s laughter in chapter 17 and others judge Sarah’s response with a 
much more critical eye.
742
  A decisive meaning behind the words of v. 12a will never be settled 
upon.  In light of adjacent pairs, however, we will see that this simple statement does engender 
some very specific responses and reassurances from the Deity.
743
   
There is another segment of v. 12a that is heavily commented upon.  It is the description 
that Sarah laughed ‘within herself.’ (הברקב הרש קחצתו)  Humphreys explains: 
Whether she so contained the words that follow is not as clear…  There is no ‘she said in 
her heart’ to parallel the notice in Genesis 17:17.  Yet there is no ‘and she said’ either, 
only le’more, the Hebrew equivalent of quotation marks, which can be used for both what 
one says to another and one’s reflections to oneself.  Do her words represent her 
                                                 
741
 Von Rad stated, “Sarah did not basically renounce Yahweh with conscious unbelief; her laugh is rather a 
psychologically understandable incident, just as unbelief so often expresses itself.”  Von Rad, "Genesis: A 
Commentary," 207.  Gunkel states, “Sarah considers the men’s statement a joke like those old women are 
accustomed to hear[… added by ET] syntactically, she conceives of the matter as a fact and is amused by it.”  
Gunkel, Genesis, 197.  Speiser goes so far as to label Sarah’s reaction an “impetuous reaction, one of derision.”  
Speiser, "Genesis," 131.    Westermann was adamant, “Genesis 18:12 states explicitly Sarah’s reason for laughing; it 
is a natural reaction.”  Westermann, Genesis: A Practical Commentary, 136.  Claassens argues, “Sarah’s laughter 
becomes the means by which she momentarily transcends her circumstances.  For a moment at least, Sarah is able to 
enter a different reality where she becomes a subject whose inner thoughts and desires are revealed.”  L. Juliana M. 
Claassens, "Laughter and Tears: Carnivalistic Overtones in the Stories of Sarah and Hagar," PRSt 32/2 (2005): 300. 
742
  Residuals of this way of thinking persist today.  “Sarah’s incredulous laughter at this announcement parallels 
Abrahams’ laughter in 17:17; however, Sarah’s laughter, unlike that of Abraham, is judged negatively by Yahweh as 
revealing a lack of trust in the divine word.”  The Harper Collins Bible Commentary, 94.   
The scholarly arguments regarding Sarah’s response, however, are expanding.  As Brichto explains, “The 
smile in each case (17:17 and here) is a wry smile, to be sure; a skeptical smile, expressing disbelief in a promise the 
mortal so desperately would want to believe, and the negative force of ‘jeer’ or even ‘scoff’ is perhaps too strong to 
convey the skepticism of a smile on the part of one receiving tidings too good to be true.”  Brichto, The Names of 
God: Poetic Readings in Biblical Beginnings, 232.  Humphreys states, “There is no thought given to the possibility 
that her words express a delighted surprise, and her laughter is joy at news she could no longer hope to hear.  We do 
not find out whether her surprised laughter and her words express delight or disbelief.”  Humphreys, The Character 
of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 118.  Schneider admits that the text does not define the nature 
of Sarah’s laughter.  She does, however, then argue that Sarah’s laughter can be described as an expression of belief 
and joy at the announcement and the fulfillment of a lifelong desire.  Schneider, Sarah: Mother of Nations, 69, 72, 
92. 
743
 Claassens suggests it is “Sarah’s laughter that invites dialogue from God.”  Claassens, "Laughter and Tears: 
Carnivalistic Overtones in the Stories of Sarah and Hagar," 300. 
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thoughts, or were they uttered aloud in surprise—even in disbelief or doubt or suppresses 
anger—at the absurdity of what she had just heard announced to Abraham concerning 
her? In the extended narrative this is the first time she gets any direct indication that 
Yahweh has special designs for this family of which she is a part, and that her part will be 
critical to Yahweh’s design.744   
 
The significance of Sarah’s laughter (12a) and comments (12b) is that they are voiced in some 
fashion.  The Deity, without possibly hearing a verbal reply or seeing her reaction, will 
acknowledge her response
745
 with multiple replies that affect three out of the five adjacency pairs 
in this dialogue. (b-b`-b``, c-c`, e-e`-e``) 
The first Divine response (i.e. second adjacent pair) to Sarah’s laughter in v. 13a has the 
Deity asking Abraham for an explanation as to why his wife has laughed. (הרש הקחצ הז המל) (b`-
b``)  Some scholars consider this Divine response a rebuke or ‘formal accusation’746 against 
Sarah.  Humphreys takes a rather antiquated view when he declares that the Deity:  
takes [Sarah’s laughter and comments, added by ET] as a challenge to him, basically a 
doubt regarding what he might be able to bring about.  Sarah’s possibly spontaneous and 
quite natural surprise is transposed by him into doubt and a challenge, and Yahweh again 
addresses her husband rather than her.  In this interchange about birth and the biology of 
reproduction, Yahweh seems more comfortable talking to another male.
747
 
 
The Divine response, while not directed to Sarah, is direct in its adjacent pairing.  The Deity’s 
request for an explanation is unequivocally invoked due to Sarah’s reaction to the incredible 
news that she may yet give birth. (b-b’-b’’) 
The third adjacent pairing (c-c’) finds the Deity’s response to Sarah’s second concern is 
just as specific as the first.  Sarah’s comments in v. 12b (ןקז חנדאו הנדע יל התיה יתלב ירחא) deal 
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 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 117.  Also see Hatav’s article 
which argues that “the infinitival lemor may be used to interpret any communication act.”  Hatav, "(Free) Direct 
Discourse in Biblical Hebrew," 21.  
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 Rulon-Miller, "Hagar: A Woman with an Attitude," 71. 
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 Coats, "Genesis," 138.  Also see Brichto, The Names of God: Poetic Readings in Biblical Beginnings, 233.   
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 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 117.  Emphasis original.  
Rulon-Miller suggests Sarah’s “laugh may express her thought that it would be ‘too awesome’ even for Yahweh to 
cure Abraham’s impotence or his life-ling desire for her.”  Rulon-Miller, "Hagar: A Woman with an Attitude," 71. 
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exclusively with what she physically knows; for her, at least, pleasure
748
 is rare, if not non-
existent and that both she and her husband are old.  Fretheim argues that comments by the 
narrator in v. 11 soften Sarah’s reactions of v. 12, “making it more understandable, as does her 
observation about the end of sexual pleasure.  The issue for Sarah is no longer barrenness, but 
age.”749  Again, a comparison can be made with Abraham’s response in Gen 17:17.  His first 
reaction is to mention the unlikelihood of a hundred year old man siring a child. ( האמ ןבלה- הנש
דלוי)  He then addresses the fact that Sarah, the designated covenant mother, is ninety years old 
and it is highly improbable that she will ever conceive. ( םאו-תבה הרש-דלת הנש םיעשת )  Brichto 
observes an interesting inverted comparison between Abraham and Sarah.  He states, “Sarah, 
too, begins with her own inadequacy, and only then thinks of her husband’s.”750  As is human 
nature, both the patriarch and his wife address the Divine with corporeal real-life impediments.  
As the dialogue is paired (v. 12b with vv. 13b-14a) (c-c’)we see that, rebuke or not, the Deity 
addresses Sarah’s concerns in a manner that reveals the marvelous and miraculous purpose for 
the dialogue as a whole.  Sailhamer observed: 
The subtle changes in the wording of Sarah’s thoughts reveal that the Lord was not 
simply restating her thoughts but was interpreting them as well.  In this way the writer is 
able to give the reader a deep insight into the meaning of the passage.  First, the Lord 
restated Sarah’s somewhat ambiguous statement (‘After I am worn out, will I now have 
pleasure?’) as simply, ‘Will I really have a child?’  Then he took Sarah’s statement about 
her husband (‘My husband is old,’ 18:12) and reshaped it into a statement about herself 
(‘I am old,’ v. 13).  Finally, he went beyond her actual words to the intent of those words: 
‘Is anything impossible with the Lord?’ (v. 14).  By means of these questions to 
Abraham, the underlying issue in the narrative is put before the reader, that is, the 
physical impossibility of the fulfillment of the promise through Sarah.
751
   
 
                                                 
748
 Scholars debate the specific meaning of ‘pleasure’ from the joy of children to sexual pleasure.  See Schneider, 
Sarah: Mother of Nations, 71.  Also see Jeansonne, The Women of Genesis: From Sarah to Potiphar's Wife, 23. 
749
 Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 113.  Fretheim sites Gen 11:30 and 16:2 as further examples of 
Sarah’s barrenness. 
750
 Brichto, The Names of God: Poetic Readings in Biblical Beginnings, 232-33. 
751
 Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative: A Biblical-Theological Commentary, 166. 
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Sarah’s question in v. 12b reflects her understanding of her body and her world, especially her 
view of Abraham and the couple’s procreative abilities.   
The strength of these adjacent pairs (both b and c) is shored up by the adjacent promises 
in v. 10a and 14b which surround Sarah’s fears and disbelief. (d-d`)  Before divulging the 
promise of a son for Sarah the Deity informs Abraham, in v. 10a1, that he will ‘surely return in 
the living season. (היח תעכ ךילא בושא בוש)  This statement, while somewhat uncertain in 
meaning,
752
 is reiterated in the wording of v. 14b. (היה תעכ ךילא בושא דעומל)  Most studies of this 
narrative unit overlook commenting on this verse.  If mentioned at all it is simply declared a 
repeat of v. 10
753
 or a partial birth announcement.
754
   
Brueggemann called the final pairing of this Divine/human relational dialogue (e-e`) “a 
curious dialogue… filled with pathos”755  Here in v. 15 Sarah speaks directly with the Deity.756  
It is the one and only dialogue exchange between them.
757
  This final adjacent pair mirrors the 
initial ‘laughter’ pairing (b`-b``) but turns both statements into a negative. (e`-e``) (15a  יתקחצ אל
הארי יכ  15b תקחצ יכ אל)   
                                                 
752
 Sarna explains that the phrase only occurs here and in 1 Kings 4:16f.  The context is similar but the ‘at the/this 
time’ element could be referring to a full year or a nine month pregnancy.  Sarna, "Genesis," 130. 
753
 Gunkel, Genesis, 197. 
754
 Coats, "Genesis," 137. 
755
 Brueggemann, Genesis, 160.  Gunkel suggests that with the repeated promise Sarah realizes who is speaking.  
She then “becomes intimidated and lies.”  Gunkel, Genesis, 197.  Von Rad calls Sarah’s utterance an “audacious lie” 
born of confusion.”  Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 207. 
756
 Schneider notes that “the text confirms that Sarah laughs earlier but not who she fears or who uses her laughter as 
proof.  Most translations assume that the Deity is the speaker, though the text does not state this explicitly.”  
Schneider, Mothers of Promise: Women in the Book of Genesis, 32.  Contrary to popular scholarship, Schneider 
suggests that it is Abraham with whom Sarah is speaking and of whom she is afraid.  “[Abraham, added by ET] sells 
her to Pharaoh’s harem.  Abraham is prepared to let Hagar treat Sarah with disrespect when Hagar becomes 
pregnant (16:5).  Though Sarah probably does not know it, Abraham is also the one who has not informed her that 
the Deity promised her a son, and that he has originally rejected the offer (17:18).  Another thing she does not know 
is that her husband is the one who laughs (17:17) and does not say a word when she is blamed for what he does 
(18:13, 15).  Therefore, it is just as plausible, in fact more likely, that Abraham is the one who says, ‘No, you did 
laugh.’, and that Abraham is the one whom Sarah fears.”  Schneider, Sarah: Mother of Nations, 73. 
757
 Dennis, Sarah Laughed, 50. 
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Interestingly, in the case of the first laughter pairing (b`-b``), the dialogue concerned 
Sarah but the Divine response was addressed to Abraham.  In that instance her husband did not 
respond.  Here in v. 15a we see Sarah takes the initiative and responds to the Deity’s question758 
(הארי יכ יתקחצ אל)  Brichto argues that “she responds guiltily—speaking as much for Abraham as 
herself—with denial.  A denial that is not a lie, for neither she nor Abraham actually expressed 
the doubt in word or smile.”759  Fretheim agrees with Brichto stating that Sarah’s laughter is 
more likely an attempt to withdraw the laughter because she now realizes who is speaking.
760
  
Phillips, however, deems Sarah’s response a lie but argues it is justified.  She argues, “As with 
Abraham, the Lord addressed what [Sarah, added by ET] had expressed only inwardly.  That 
accounts for her fear and the subsequent audible lie.”761 
The Deity responds that her laughter is a fact.
762
 (תקחצ יכ אל) (e-e`-e``)  For Sarna and 
many scholars Sarah’s laughter and denial question the Deity’s sovereignty and power.763  
Fretheim, contrary to most negative views of this dialogue, presents a refreshing take on the 
theory.  He argues, “In effect, God is saying: do not deny the laughter, but continue to laugh and 
in time it will be transformed.  In effect, the denial means that [Sarah’s, added by ET] laughter 
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 Humphreys states Sarah responds because she is “not willing to be erased this time.”  Humphreys, The Character 
of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 117. 
759
 Brichto, The Names of God: Poetic Readings in Biblical Beginnings, 233-34. 
760
 Dennis argues that Sarah’s fear is the only clue we are given in the story that she at least has penetrated God’s 
disguise.”  Dennis, Sarah Laughed, 52.  Westermann believes that the Deity is revealed in the response.  “Now 
Sarah is frightened; her fear takes the form of trying to deny that she laughed.  Now that she realizes what she has 
done, she would like to undo it.  The [Deity, added by ET] responds: you cannot undo what is done.”  Westermann, 
Genesis: A Practical Commentary, 136.  Sarna explains Sarah’s in this manner, “No wonder, for she had laughed 
not out loud but to herself, and her innermost thoughts had been read!”  Sarna, "Genesis," 131.  Fretheim simply 
states, “Fear can be a natural response in the midst of the experience of such divine words.”  Fretheim, Abraham: 
Trials of Family and Faith, 114.  Coats sees a different aspect to the exchange.  He states, “The exchange offers a 
threat to the safety of the prospective mother by virtue of the challenge Yahweh presents to her.”  Coats, "Genesis," 
138. 
761
 Phillips, "Incredulity, Faith, and Textual Purposes: Post-Biblical Responses to the Laughter of Abraham and 
Sarah," 26. 
762
 Fretheim explains that “This exchange keeps both Sarah and Abraham on the same level regarding the reception 
of the promise and will link up with her response to the naming of Isaac.”  Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and 
Faith, 114. 
763
 Sarna, "Genesis," 127. 
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does not stand in the way of her becoming a mother and she need not fear that it will.”764  
Whether the scholar chooses to label the verbal exchange in v. 15 as a withdrawal, guilty denial 
or Divine rebuke the adjacency of the direct pairing shows once again that the Deity responds 
with a wider view than the human individual had imagined.  The Deity heard the laughter even if 
it was uttered within Sarah. 
The Divine/human relational dialogue of chapter 18 is interesting due to the direct and 
indirect turn taking that creates the conversation.  Abraham, active in the first adjacent pairing, 
establishes Sarah’s proximity to the dialogue and then becomes a passive partner.  Sarah, who is 
finally present, moves from the periphery to the center as she responds to the Divine declaration 
of a son.  Her internal monologue is then recounted and questioned by the Deity.  All of which is 
enclosed by a double promise of Divine return to signal the conception of her soon to be son.  
While the initial adjacent pair regarding her laughter is not addressed to her.  Sarah takes it upon 
herself to comment on this pairing.  Her verbal reaction ultimately results in the only dialogue 
exchange between the covenant matriarch and the Deity.  It may not be the conversation she had 
hoped for but it is a direct retort to her statement.   
Once again Divine/human relational dialogue is focused on an individual who expresses 
doubts, fears and possibly incredulity.  Each of these verbal expressions is responded to and/or 
resolved by the Divine’s paired utterances.  Sarah may not have known about her covenant roll 
before this chapter but she has been assured of her place and her importance within the covenant 
through this dialogue exchange. 
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 Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 115. 
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5. Gen 15:1-17: Abram’s visionary dialogue 
a. Adjacency Pairs and Turn Taking 
 
1b1. Fear not Abram,                                                                        b 
1b2. I am your shield                                                                        c 
1b3. and your very great reward.                                                     a  
2a1. And Abram said, Adoni YHWH, what will you give to me    a` 
2a2. Since I am childless                                                                  b` 
2b. and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus.                   c`                      d 
3a. And Abram said, Behold you have given me no seed             b``                                   e 
3b. and behold a son of my house will inherit.                              c`` 
4. And Behold the word of YHWH came to him saying,  
This one will not inherit because he who comes from              d` 
your bowels will inherit. 
5. And he brought him outside and said, Look to the  
heavens and count the stars if ye are able to count them         e` 
and he said to him, Thus your seed will be.  
7. And he said to him, I am YHWH who brought you out  
from Ur of Chaldees and gave you this land as an                  f 
inheritance.                                                                               
8. And he said, Adoni YHWH, how will I know that I will                            g 
inherit it?                                                                                   f`                   
9. And he said to him, Take to me a heifer three years old  
and a she-goat three years old and a ram three years old       h 
and a turtle dove and a young pigeon.  
10. And he took all of these and he cut them in two in the  
middle and he laid each part side by side but the bird he         h` 
did not divide. 
13. And he said to Abram, Surely you will know that your seed  
will be a stranger in a land which is not theirs and they  
will serve them and they will oppress them four hundred  
years. 
14. And the nation which they will serve I will judge and                         g` 
afterwards they will leave with great possessions. 
15. And you will die in peace and be buried at a good old age 
16. And the fourth generation will return here because the  
iniquity of the Amorites is not complete as of now.   
 
b. Analysis 
Gen 15 is the first chronologically recorded dialogue between the Deity and Abram.  Though 
there is an ethereal quality to the conversation our examination will show there is little difference 
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in the adjacency elements of the dialogue from those of the ‘everyday’ conversations we have 
surveyed.   
For many scholars, a study of Gen 15 focuses on balancing the sections of narrative and 
dialogue.
765
  Much of it, however, tends to be strictly comparative in nature with little 
examination of the actual dialogue content.
766
  If the conversation is treated as one continuous 
dialogue, Abram is not a passive recipient of the promise
767
 and development in the relationship 
between the two participants can be seen.  Abram’s striking response to the Divine promise of 
reward is to question
768
 followed by the Deity’s assurance and action taken by both parties.  To 
examine the dialogue as a whole is to examine an intimate relationship between the human and 
Divine. 
“Fear not Abram, I am a shield to thee and thy very great reward.” ( לא-נא םרבא ארית ןגמ יכ
ברה ךרכש ךלה דאמ )  So begins the first dialogue between Abram and the Deity.  To emphasize the 
personal nature of this conversation the Deity begins by addressing Abram by his proper 
name.
769
  The Deity’s statement ‘fear not’ is seen by scholars as alternately, a commandment,770 
a reassurance
771
 and an oracle.
772
  The addition of the terms ‘shield’ and ‘great reward’ usher in 
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 Wehnam stated that the “scenic construction is typical of Hebrew narrative, but here the scenes simply serve as 
setting for the dialogue.”  Wenham, "Genesis 1-15," 326.  Gunkel argues, “The passage is hardly to be called a 
‘narrative.’  There is no development of plot.”  Gunkel, Genesis, 182.  Coats goes so far as to declare the chapter to 
be “composed entirely of speeches.”  Coats, "Genesis," 123. 
766
 For example, Williamson observes, “In the first section Yahweh makes three statements (vv. 1b, 4 and 5b), the 
latter two resulting from Abraham’s negative response (vv. 2-3) to Yahweh’s opening pledge (v.1).  In the second 
section Yahweh again makes three statements (vv. 7, 13-16 and 18b-21) and once more the latter two are responses 
to Abraham’s negative rejoinder (v. 8) to Yahweh’s opening pledge (v. 7).”  Williamson, Abraham, Israel and the 
Nations: The Patriarchal Promise and Its Covenantal Development in Genesis, 122-23. 
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 Brueggemann, Genesis, 141. 
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 Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 35. 
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 It is interesting to note that this is the first time the Deity has done so.  All other references using the proper name 
have been by the narrator or by Melchizedek (Gen. 14:19).  The only other time the Deity calls Abram by this name 
is to change his proper name to Abraham. 
770
 The form of the verb is Qal jussive 2ms. 
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 Lipton, Revisions of the Night: Politics and Promises in the Patriarchal Dreams of Genesis, 187. 
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 Wenham explains, “This is a very common phrase in the OT, frequently introducing an oracle of salvation.”  
Wenham, "Genesis 1-15," 327.  
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discussions of military metaphors.
773
  At this moment in the scriptures, however, there is in fact 
no threat to Abram or his family.
774
  If there is no threat there is no need for fear or a protective 
shield in a military sense.  As for a great reward, the promise is so vague it begs for clarification 
which is exactly how Abram responds.
775
 (a-a`, b-b`, c-c`)  Humphreys argues that this is “not 
the sort of response his sovereign patron would expect”776 and yet the Divine response to human 
query is direct and specific.   
As Abram begins his address he uses the identifier Adoni YHWH. (הוהי ינדא)  This rare 
form of address
777
 has significance on two levels.  First, the compound designation in the title is 
employed to draw attention to and to give prominence to the following clauses.
778
  Second, The 
address Adoni YHWH highlights Abram’s status with the Divine.  Sarna argues that the title 
suggests a master-servant relationship.
779
  Westermann sees Abram’s first vocal response to the 
Divine as a prayer.
780
  Von Rad is opinionatedly descriptive of Abram’s responses.  He states, 
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 Van Seters states, “This same genre oracle with the same components may be found among the oracles of 
Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal.  There can be no question, from an examination of these, that they are all a form of 
oracle given to the king before a military campaign as an assurance of victory.  They appear to be in response to the 
king’s prayer of lament about the threats of the enemy, and they demand trust in the deity’s power to bring victory.”  
Van Seters, Abraham in History and Tradition, 254. 
774
 The conflict of chapter 14 has concluded with a blessing from Melchizedek and a refusal to allow the King of 
Sodom even a modicum of power over Abram.   
775
 Coats calls the verse ‘vague.’  Coats, "Genesis," 124.  However, Von Rad sees no ambiguity in the statements.  
He interprets the reward or gift as a statement regarding future posterity.  Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 183.  
Turner follows Von Rad “seeing it as referring to posterity—this is certainly the main focus of Abraham’s riposte.”  
Turner, "Announcements of Plot in Genesis," 72.  Ha concludes, “Not only is its form unclear but there is also no 
clear indication of what it is for.  This was why Abraham had still to ask, ‘What will you give me?’”  Ha, Genesis 
15: A Theological Compendium of Pentateuchal History, 43. 
776
 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 93. 
777
 “This formula occurs only here and in v. 8 in Genesis.  אינד  ‘sovereign’ is a characteristic mode of address to God 
in intercessory prayer.  It is not found in Genesis outside of the Abraham cycle.”  Wenham, "Genesis 1-15," 327.  
Ha expands on this understanding by stating, “Almost all the non-prophetic texts employ the title to address YHWH 
either in a prayer or dialogue with Him.  While this usage differs from the normal prophetic uses of the title dealt 
with above, it is not unknown among the prophets.”  Note: Ha lists exceptions as 1 K. 2:26 and Pss. 68:9 with 
potentially 71:16 and 73:28.  Ha, Genesis 15: A Theological Compendium of Pentateuchal History, 69. 
778
 Revell, The Designation of the Individual: Expressive Usage in Biblical Narrative, 216. 
779
 He says, “This Hebrew divine title, rarely used in the Torah, appears here for the first time.  It is used in a context 
of complaint, prayer, and request.  Here the word of ‘Lord’ is ’adoni, ‘my Lord,’ not the divine name YHVH, and its 
use suggests a master-servant relationship. Abram does not permit his vexation to compromise his attitude of respect 
and reverence before God.”  Sarna, "Genesis," 113. 
780
 Westermann, Genesis: A Practical Commentary, 118. 
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“Abraham demurs resignedly.  His despondent skepticism in the face of the assurance of divine 
protection and the exceptionally great divine gift borders almost on blasphemy; and yet it 
contains a timorous reference to the real subject of his anxiety, his childlessness.”781  Scholars 
focusing on genre classify vv. 2 and 3 as a lament built upon individual complaint statements.
782
  
In response, Abram chooses to speak of the challenges inherent in the Deity’s assertions of v. 1.  
“Abram brings Yahweh’s rather lofty language to earth and to a question that focuses on the 
concrete particulars of his family situation.”783   
In the first adjacent pairing the divinely promised reward is directly countered with 
Abram’s first verbal question (v. 2a1) to the Deity, “What will you give me?” ( המ-ךתת-יל ) (a-a`)  
From Abram’s point of view great reward is a matter of physical possessions.784  Where the 
Divine has stated, ‘Fear not,” Abram responds with his greatest fear, is childlessness (v. 2a2) 
(ירירע ךלוה יכנאו) (b-b`) and the equivalent, no seed (v. 3a) ( הן ערז התתנ אל יל ) (b-b`-b``).  In 
response to the Deity’s promise of a shield, Abram explains that he has a shield already in place 
against his childlessness in the form of Eliezer (v. 2b) ( בון-רזעילא קשמד אוה יתיב קשמ ) (c-c`) who 
has been designated the son of his house (v. 3b) ( הוןב הנ-יתא שרוי יתיב ) (c-c`-c``).  Abram’s 
questions beg a definition of ‘reward’ from the Deity. 785  Ha explains that “in terms of literary 
                                                 
781
 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 183.  Wenham follows Von Rad to a degree calling Abram’s question 
‘pitiful.’  Wenham, "Genesis 1-15," 334. 
782
 Van Seters states “There is no difficulty with the genre of vv. 2-3, which are easily recognized as a lament.”  Van 
Seters, Abraham in History and Tradition, 255.  Also see Westermann, Genesis: A Practical Commentary, 118-19.  
Coats argues that v. 2 “is strictly speaking not yet a complaint.  It is a request, apparently, for a surety or sign related 
to the promise.  The motivation for the request, however, anticipates a complaint.”  He goes on to flesh out the 
definition using v. 3 as an example. “With a new speech formula, v. 3 makes the complaint specific.”  Coats, 
"Genesis," 124.  Wenham follows Coats with a slight expansion.  The ‘behold’ and ‘so that’  in v. 3 add “a note of 
exasperation to the complaint.”  Wenham, "Genesis 1-15," 328. 
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 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 93. 
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 See Gen 13. 
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 Brichto states, “Reward is a matter of material possessions enjoyed in good health over a long lifetime.  What 
good [Abram, added by ET] asks are such ‘goods’ to a man like himself who is barren.”  Brichto, The Names of 
God: Poetic Readings in Biblical Beginnings, 205-06.  Turner argues that Abram’s “complaint is not that God has 
given him no reward whatsoever, but concerns the degree or amount of the reward.”  Turner, "Announcements of 
Plot in Genesis," 72.  Emphasis original. 
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function, Abraham’s question in v. 2 appears to be his way of requesting a sign from YHWH to 
confirm the promise in v. 1 by assuring its long-term value for him.”786  With this in mind, 
Abram’s introduction of Eliezer as an heir is the patriarch’s definition of a solution.  He is, in 
effect, challenging the Deity to either deny the solution or provide a concrete description of 
promised reward.
787
  Abram’s declaration, that a member of his household will inherit,788 
squarely assigns his personal lack of seed to the Deity.  By examining the specific elements 
within the dialogue we see that “v. 3 is not a mere repetition of v. 2 but marks a real progression 
of thought.”789  Humphreys makes the argument: 
There is a complex interplay in tone and substance between Yahweh’s and Abram’s 
words in this brief episode.  A certain indirectness is followed by a directness in each 
case.  It is as if each speaker expects the other to get the point without having it stated, 
only then to feel the need to drive it home with a directness that may reflect a studied 
inattention to the implied point.
790
   
 
In v. 1 the Deity stated a promise, which engendered a request from Abram for clarity 
producing the adjacent pairs a, b and c.  Abram’s ‘double protest’ of ‘no seed’ and ‘Eliezer could 
inherit’ in vv. 2 and 3, triggers a double assurance response from the Deity.791  In vv. 4 and 5 the 
Deity clarifies the promise and gives what amounts to “a concrete proposal.”792  Fretheim shows 
                                                 
786
 Ha, Genesis 15: A Theological Compendium of Pentateuchal History, 45. 
787
 Humphreys states, “[Abram, added by ET] can ask ‘hard questions.’  Having acted upon Yahweh’s call, he now 
calls on Yahweh to act.”  Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 94. 
788
 Commenting on the definition of inheritance within these verses Sarna stated that the term ‘heir’ here “reflects a 
society in which a servant can become heir to a childless couple.  Numerous ancient Near Eastern documents 
provide for the adoption of a stranger who inherits the estate in return for the performance of filial duties.  These 
include paying the adoptive parents the proper respect, maintaining the household, taking care of their physical 
needs and comforts in their old age, and performing the funerary rites at their death.  In such cases, the adopted son 
cannot be deprived of a share of the inheritance even if there are subsequently natural-born sons. Thus, God’s 
emphatic and unambiguous reply in verse 4 can only mean that the patriarch despairing of having children, had 
decided to resort to the adoption of his servant but has not yet acted.  God assures him that this will not be 
necessary.”  Sarna, "Genesis," 113. 
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 Ha, Genesis 15: A Theological Compendium of Pentateuchal History. 
790
 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 95. 
791
 Brueggemann, Genesis, 140. 
792
 Ha, Genesis 15: A Theological Compendium of Pentateuchal History, 45.  Sometimes called a ‘sign.’  See 
Brueggemann who argues, “While alike in substance there is one difference between the approach of God in verse 1 
and verses 4-5.  The second approach includes a sign, a clue to the movement of God[… added by ET]  The 
multitude of stars is received by Abraham as a sign of the power of God in his life.  The sign is not proof or 
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that the Deity “speaks directly to Abraham’s concerns, with ‘heir’ repeated and word order 
designed to emphasize the point.”793 (v. 4) ( יכ הז ךשריי אל-ךשריי אוה ךיעממ אצי רשא םא ) (d-d`)  
Verse 5 ( טבה-המימשה אנ םא םיבכוכה רפסו-םתא רפסל לכות ךערז היהי הכ ) then drives the point home 
with an ‘object lesson’794 in response to Abraham’s comments of vv. 2 and 3. (e-e`)  Ha states 
that the opening narrative clause of v. 5 “is somewhat strange since there is no indication of 
YHWH and Abraham being ‘inside’ any place.”795  The point, most scholars suggest, in not 
exactly where Abram was but that the visual experience reinforces the verbal promise given by 
the Deity.
796
  As Fretheim explains, “The reference to the stars is a rhetorical move to make a 
point about the promise in the face of his questions:  God keeps promises.  The image of the stars 
does not center on issues of power, but on stability and, repeatedly, on sheer numbers.”797  The 
one who comes directly from Abram’s bowels will become as innumerable as the stars he is 
unable to count.
798
  With all of Abram’s concerns “one aspect is unambiguously clear.  Abram 
will father a son (15:4), and the numerous progeny promised in 15:5 will come through him.”799  
                                                                                                                                                             
demonstration, but it is a sacrament to those who can discern the connection between the concrete visible and the 
promised.”  Brueggemann, Genesis, 144-45. 
793
 Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 36.  Wenham labels the response “an emphatic affirmation that a 
real son will inherit from him.”  Wenham, "Genesis 1-15," 329.  
794
 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 94. 
795
 Ha continues, “The strangeness may be ironed out by pointing out that there is no place intended in the clause 
under consideration.”  Ha, Genesis 15: A Theological Compendium of Pentateuchal History, 45. 
796
 Sarna, "Genesis," 113.  Van Seters suggests, “if the words ‘he brought me outside’ introduce a visionary 
experience the time of day suggested by the appearance of the stars is not a true dramatic element or any indication 
of a narrative tradition.  But it does link up with the prophetic reports forms of vv. 1 and 4.”  Van Seters, Abraham 
in History and Tradition, 256.  Noegel makes an interesting observation regarding this ‘taunt.’  He argues that since 
the sun has yet to set (v. 12) Abram will not be able to count stars (v. 5) because they are not out yet.  This, he 
contends, makes the statement ‘if you are able’ a test.  “The question is made even more poignant by the fact that we 
are not told that Abram ever attempted to count them.”  Scott B. Noegel, A Crux and a Taunt: Night-Time Then 
Sunset in Genesis 15: Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 132. 
797
 Fretheim adds “The rhetorical shift from dust (13:16) to stars also suggests stability and perhaps security.”  
Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 36. 
798
 Westermann argues “The countless stars, is an extension of the promise of a son to include the promise of many 
descendants; it presupposes the combination of the two.”  Westermann, Genesis: A Practical Commentary, 119.  
Also see Gunkel Gunkel, Genesis, 179. 
799
 Turner, Genesis, 74.  With regard to the larger scheme of the extended narrative, however, Brueggemann argues 
“The response of God to Abraham is not a fool-proof argument like the brief of a lawyer.  It comes in two parts: (a) 
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Abram’s direct questions have been addressed, answered and supported with verbal responses 
and visual aids.   
Immediately following the announcement of his innumerable descendants we are told 
‘Abram believed the Lord’ ( מאהון הוהיב ) in v. 6a.  Belief is the very point which lead Abram to 
question the Divine in vv. 2 and 3.
800
  For many scholars v. 6 is a conclusion to the dialogue
801
 
and the verses that follow become a discussion of ritual.
802
  This dialogue, however, has been 
built upon divine statements countered by human request for clarity.
803
  Even after the narrative 
comments of v. 6 interrupt the conversation this pattern continues.  Von Rad observed: 
One the one hand, it is clear that a new narrative context begins with v. 7, for the self-
introduction of the divinity, according to all comparable passages (cf. Gen. 28:13; Ex 3:6; 
6:2), makes sense only at the beginning of the self-revelation.   On the other hand, it is 
obvious that the redactor is attempting to unite the event about to be described closely to 
the one that has preceded [sic, added by ET]; for a narrative cannot have begun with v. 7 
only.
 804
 
 
Following this argument we can see that Abram moves from a state of questioning belief to the 
issue of knowing.  Once past v. 6 he believes, now his adjacent pairs demand a sign, so that he 
might know. 
805
   
The Deity opens his second promise to Abram in v. 7 by stating ‘I am YHWH.”  
Fretheim explains, “In swearing by the divine self, God does justice to the relationship”806 with 
                                                                                                                                                             
in verse 4, the word again; and (b) in verse 5, a sign, a glance at the heavens.  But the sign proves nothing.”  Abram 
may be promised a son but he still does not hold one in his arms.  Brueggemann, Genesis, 143. 
800
 Turner, "Announcements of Plot in Genesis," 72. 
801
 For example see Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 185.  Coats, "Genesis," 124.  Brueggemann, Genesis, 144.  
In slight contrast Cotter calls v. 6 a “clear turning point of the story.”  Cotter, "Genesis," 100. 
802
 A thorough discussion of the significance of ritual (or not) is beyond the scope of this thesis.   
803
 Fretheim states, “Abraham’s faith has been enabled by what God has just said; indeed, God’s word has created 
Abraham’s faith. Abraham’s faith has not been generated from within himself of through his own resources.  More 
specifically, this faith-event occurs because God particularizes the promise for Abraham by addressing the specific 
situation opened up by Abraham’s question.”  Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 36. 
804
 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 186. 
805
  Brodie, Genesis as Dialogue: A Literary, Historical, & Theological Commentary, 228. 
806
 Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 39. 
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Abram.  Here the Divine expands the relationship with a promise of land
807
 and knowledge.  
Similar to v. 1, v. 7 describes the Deity offering another great promise.  This time it is the 
inheritance of land.  Abram’s paired response in v. 8 is another question. (הנשריא יכ עדא המב) (f-
f`)  This question differs from the question in v. 2 in that it is not classified as a lament.
808
  
Abram is confirming that he does not possess the land,
809
 similar to being childless, and is asking 
for another confirming sign.
810
   
The Deity’s direct answer to v. 8 is provided in vv. 13-16.811 (g-g`) The Deity responds 
with an infinitive absolute form of knowledge. (v 13 ת עדידע )  Brodie argues that, “unlike the 
question of believing, where it is [narrated, added by ET] that Abram believed (15:6), it is never 
said, as directly, that Abram knew.  But he asked how he should know (15:8), and he was told 
with emphatic directness, ‘Know!  Know that your descendants…’ (15:13).”812  The Deity then 
expands the response through the final verses of the dialogue.
813
  Verse 13 states his seed will be 
strangers in a land, oppressed and humbled for a period of time. ( יכ- אל ץראב ךערז היהי רגל םה
הנש תואמ עברא םתא ונעו םודבעו)  In v. 14 this land will be judged and Abram’s seed will be freed 
                                                 
807
 Turner argues that “The narrative’s attention moves away from progeny to land.  This provides Yahweh with the 
opportunity to reveal that his leading goes back to Terah’s initial move from Ur and not simply Abram’s from Haran 
(15:7).”  Turner, Genesis, 74. 
808
 Wenham argues that “to ask for a sign does not imply unbelief or any conflict with v. 6.  On the contrary, to 
refuse a proffered sign can indeed demonstrate lack of faith.”  Wenham, "Genesis 1-15," 331. 
809
Van Seters, Abraham in History and Tradition, 258.  Also, Turner states, “Now that Yahweh has removed Lot as 
his heir, Abram has no tangible foothold on nationhood other than Yahweh’s promise.  This has always been the 
case with the land promise.  Abram’s response to Yahweh’s repletion of the promise, ‘O Lord God, how am I to 
know that I shall possess it?’ (15:8), confirms that he still does not possess it.”  Turner, Genesis, 75. 
810
 “The promise itself takes on a rather stereotyped structure.  Abram’s response is now much less a complaint than 
a simple request for surety.”  Coats, "Genesis," 124. 
811
 Fretheim, Abraham: Trials of Family and Faith, 37. 
812
 Brodie, Genesis as Dialogue: A Literary, Historical, & Theological Commentary, 230. 
813
 Note that Von Rad calls these verses a “rupture [of, added by ET] the exciting predatory events” of the ritual 
described in vv. 9-12 and 17.  Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 186.  Van Seters simply states vv. 13-16 are 
“‘usually considered additional.”  Van Seters, Abraham in History and Tradition, 259.  Westermann considers the 
verses an oracle formulated as revelation to explain the coming history of Israel.  Westermann, Genesis 12-36: A 
Commentary, 226.  On this point also see Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 187. 
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with great possessions.
814
 ( תא םגו-ה רשא יוגיד ודבען ירחאו יכנא-י ןכצלודג שכרב וא )  Verse 15 holds a 
personal promise for Abram.  He will die in peace at an advanced age. ( לא אובת התאו- םולשב ךיתבא
ת הבוט הבישב רבק )  Abram’s question of knowing is answered by the Deity through very 
specifically promised acts that will come to pass.   
The final adjacent pair in this dialogue is reminiscent of Gen 4.  There we observed that 
narrative actions taken by Cain resulted in the opening of divine dialogue.  Here in Gen 15 we 
have a verbal Divine directive followed by narrative actions taken by Abram. (h-h`)  Wenham 
calls the Deity’s statement in v. 9 an “enigmatic command.”815 (תשלשמ הלגע יל החק)  The 
imperative form of the verb carries a commission to gather animals of various species.  Abram’s 
actions of v. 10 then go beyond the original instructions.
816
  While Abram’s narrative actions are 
outside direct dialogue, the command of v. 9 and Abram’s execution of the command through v. 
10 make it a strong adjacent pair.  When scholars focus on the ritualistic aspects of this chapter 
they see the rite in vv. 9-11 as the answer to Abram’s v. 8 request.817  If, however, we follow the 
adjacent pairing a different picture emerges.  The Deity’s sweeping statements in v. 7 have been 
countered with Abram’s questions and concerns of v. 8. (f-f’)  The knowledge he requests (g) 
comes after (g’) the fulfillment of the required ritual. (h-h’)  
                                                 
814
 Cotter classifies the historical points contained in vv. 13-16 as “three stages of suffering followed by three stages 
of redemption.”  Cotter, "Genesis," 101. 
815
 Wenham, "Genesis 1-15," 331. 
816
 Westermann, Genesis 12-36: A Commentary, 225.  This is not to say that Abram’s actions are not warranted in 
light of other sacrifice narratives.  I am simply observing actions taken that are not in response to a direct point of 
dialogue.  
817
 For example, Sarna comments, “For the first time in the history of religions, God becomes the contracting party, 
promising a national territory to a people yet unborn.  This pledge constitutes the main historic title of the Jewish 
people to its land, a title that is unconditional and irrevocable, secured by a divine covenant whose validity 
transcends space and time.”  Sarna, "Genesis," 115.  Westermann explains, “Yahweh gives [Abram, added by ET] 
an assurance which consists in the enactment of a solemn oath (vv.9-18) divided into preparation (vv. 9-10) and 
execution (vv. 17-18).”  Westermann, Genesis 12-36: A Commentary, 223.  Williamson states, “Rather than being 
Yahweh’s answer to Abraham’s request for reassurance, vv. 9-11 merely paint the canvas for the audio-visual 
assurance of vv. 17-21.”  Williamson, Abraham, Israel and the Nations: The Patriarchal Promise and Its 
Covenantal Development in Genesis, 123.  See also page 128. 
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The final verse included in the narrative parameters of this dialogue is promissory in 
nature.
818
  While v. 17 does mirror, somewhat, the actions taken in v. 10
819
 it is not considered 
part of an adjacency pair because, as Von Rad states, “The ceremony [in v. 17, added by ET] 
proceeded completely without words and with the complete passivity of the human partner!”820  
The only signs seen in v. 17 are fire and smoke, which represent the Divine.
821
 There are no 
specific conditions required of Abram.  All the responsibility lies with the Deity.
822
   
The dialogue of Gen 15, taken as a whole unit, is ‘one of sharp exchange’ where, 
according to Brueggemann, Abram “seeks to refute the promise and resist the assurance.”823  The 
adjacency pairs in this conversation bear this theory out, to a certain extent.  The Deity’s 
introductory statement is disputed by Abram on each of its promissory points.  The demand for 
specifics is given by the Divine again point for point: the inheritor will be a direct descendant of 
Abram and this inheritor will become as numerous as the stars in the heavens.  After Abram 
believes there is still room for a challenge to the Divine.  A promise of a land inheritance is 
refuted with a request to know, with a surety.  The Deity answers with language that does not 
leave anything to doubt for Abram.  It is, however, interesting to note that this sign of knowledge 
does not come until after the commandment to sacrifice and the act of ritual Abram preforms.  In 
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 Williamson, Abraham, Israel and the Nations: The Patriarchal Promise and Its Covenantal Development in 
Genesis, 136.  
819
 If the scholarly argument is focused on cult or covenant, than this pairing can be argued.  As Williamson 
observed, “The theophanic symbols passing between the pieces bring to completion the entire ceremony that began 
in vv. 9-10, and thus function as the sign which Abraham had requested in v. 8.”  Ibid., 129.  In v. 9 the Divine 
verbally identifies specific animals.  In v. 10 Abram is described as taking ‘all these’ and dividing them specifically.  
The tenuous connection between these verses and v. 17 is the reference to the divided pieces in v. 17.  However, the 
reference to divided pieces occurs in the narrative verses.  With no other direct connective response, v. 17 is not 
considered part of the g-g` pairing. 
820
 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 188. 
821
 Westermann, Genesis 12-36: A Commentary, 228.  Also see Sarna who states, “The principal party, here God, 
passes between the pieces.  He is represented by the smoke and the fire, which are frequent symbols of the Divine 
Presence. As in a legal document, the nature of the instrument of transfer is defined, its promissory clause is 
specified as concerning a grant of land, and the extent of the territory involved is delineated in geographic and 
ethnographic terms.”  Sarna, "Genesis," 117. 
822
 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 97. 
823
 Brueggemann, Genesis, 141. 
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this example of a Divine/human relational dialogue we see that the human demands attention be 
paid to the particulars of his immediate situation, requiring concrete verification of the grand 
divine promises.
824
  These requests are answered with distinct and specific responses.  Abram 
receives all that he requests of the Deity. 
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 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 97.  
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6. Gen 32:25-31: Jacob’s wrestle 
a. Adjacency Pairs and Turn Taking 
 
27a. And he said, Send me away because the dawn rises.           a 
27b1. And he said, I will not send you away                                  a` 
27b2. unless you bless me.                                                             d 
28a. And he said unto him, What is your name?                          b 
28b. And he said, Jacob.                                                               b` 
29. And he said, Jacob, I will not say your name again for                                         e 
it is Israel because you persisted with Elohim and with       b`` 
men and have prevailed. 
30a1. And Jacob asked and he said, Declare your name                c 
30a2. and he said, Why do you ask this?                                       c` 
30b. And he blessed him there.                                                     d` 
31. And Jacob called the place Peniel because I saw 
Elohim face to face and my life was delivered.                    e` 
 
b. Analysis 
The final Divine/human relational dialogue
825
 is ambiguous, confusing and at the root of 
numerous problems for exegetes.
826
  We will find, however, that through clear examples of turn-
taking and adjacency pairs, for all the confusion this passage generates, it is in fact, one of the 
more straight forward dialogues to be examine.   
The initial adjacent pairing of the Gen 32 dialogue comes in v. 27.
827
  The request to be 
sent away in v. 27a (ינחלש) is directly responded to in v. 27b1. (ךחלשא אל) (a-a`)  One participant 
                                                 
825
 For the sake of the Divine/human dialogue analysis we will continue under the assumption that the entity with 
whom Jacob is wrestling is of Divine origin.  I do, however, fully acknowledge that the attacker can be argued to be 
human.  Brueggemann states, “The adversary is identified only as ‘a man,’ which leaves all the options open.”   
Brueggemann, Genesis, 267.   Also see Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 320.  The argument for a human 
adversary is often promoted to counter the concept that the Deity would appear to a human in the form of an enemy.  
In the case for a human attacker, the role is often given to Esau and the conflict, both physical and verbal, an 
anticipation of the next day.  Brueggemann, Genesis, 267.  While the character of the Divine in Gen 32 seems to be 
peculiar it is, in fact, not unknown to have a Divine entity described as ‘lurking like a panther’ (Hos 13:7).  Gunkel, 
Genesis, 352.  It should also be noted that a Divine antagonist does appear in Exodus 4 where the Deity seeks to kill 
Moses and in Gen 22 where the Deity ‘tests’ Abraham.   
826
 Turner declares this passage a “masterpiece in which mystery and ambiguity cannot be clarified by interpretation 
but are an essential part of its spirit.”  Turner, Genesis, 141.  Also see Gunkel, Genesis, 349.  Wenham, "Genesis 16-
50," 295. 
827
 In the analysis of Gen 4 and 15 there are examples of adjacency pairs where dialogue and narrative elements 
work in concert.  With regard to the parameters discussion for this dialogue the narrative verses 25 and 26 are not 
considered part of the conversation.  This claim seems to be in direct opposition to most commentaries which certify 
vv. 25-33 as a complete event.  Von Rad argues for a connection between vv. 26 and 27.  He states, “The words in v. 
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asks to be released.  The other participant refuses to give the order.  The adversarial quality of 
this first pairing does not negate the pairing.   
The second directly adjacent pair in this dialogue is contained in v. 28. (b-b`)  There are 
no elements of emphatic demand or extra wording to indicate a respectful request.  The Deity 
asks, “What is your name?” ( המ-ךמש )  The answer is simply, “Jacob.” (בקעי)  The question and its 
corresponding response do not have grammatically significant identifiers.  The response in v. 
28b, however, finally allows the reader to distinguish one of the dialogue participants.  There are, 
of course, arguments that the question is either rhetorical
828
 or that it presumes the Deity does not 
know Jacob.
829
  These discussions are applicable to the larger thematic issues but do not affect 
the adjacency pair.   
Verse 29 ( בקעי אל רמאי םא יכ ךמש דוע-לארשי ) is an extension of the above b-b` pairing.  
Here the Deity restates and renames the dialogue partner. (b-b`-b``)  Most scholars see v. 29a as 
the beginning of the fulfillment of the covenant promise.  The name change, they argue, 
announces Jacob’s new character and destiny.  Fretheim categorizes this verse as a blessing.  He 
considers Jacob’s new name a gift of God that has been mediated through a divine agent, 
empowering Jacob to experience and bring forth life and future well-being.
830
  Within 
conversation analysis, however, there are no dialogue markers directly connecting the name 
                                                                                                                                                             
[26, added by ET] are so strangely unrelated that one might think at first, in view of the hopelessness of the fight, 
that Jacob had won the upper hand over his antagonist (by a trick or fighting?).  This interpretation would best suit 
the continuation, in v. [27, added by ET], where the antagonist asks Jacob to let him go.”  Von Rad, "Genesis: A 
Commentary," 320.  The argument against inclusion is strengthened by the fact that vv. 25 and 26, while setting the 
conversation stage, have no pairing within the dialogue.  The lame motif, so important to most commentaries, has no 
mention within the verbal conversation and “remains under the surface of the entire dialogue” not returning to the 
narrative until vv. 32-33.  Coats, "Genesis," 229.  Brueggemann notes that “after the wrestlers are exhausted in 
conflict, they are reduced to speech.  Breathlessly, they engage each other.”  Brueggemann, Genesis, 268.  What had 
been a physical bout becomes, what Humphreys calls, a ‘verbal contest’ worthy of the preceding physical sparing.  
Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 194. 
828
 Speiser explains, “The object [of identifying the question as rhetorical, added by ET] is to contrast the old name 
with the new and thereby mark the change in Jacob’s status.”  Speiser, "Genesis," 255. 
829
 Gunkel, Genesis, 350. 
830
 Terence E. Fretheim, God and World in the Old Testament: A Relational Theology of Creation (Nashville, Tenn.: 
Abingdon Press, 2005), 106. 
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change in v. 29 to Jacob’s request to be blessed in v. 27b2.  This theory comes most often from a 
multi-chapter narrative analysis.
831
   
In actuality the next adjacent pair is contained in v. 30a1 and 30a2.  Jacob now turns the 
table on his attacker and requests the name of his sparring partner. ( הדיגה-ךמש אנ ) (c-c`)  
Although the pairing of vv. 28a, b and 29 have revealed Jacob’s new name, his attacker remains 
enigmatic in this new dialogue response (30a2). (  לאשת הז המלימשל )  Jacob’s request to know the 
assailant’s name is, according to Von Rad “embedded in this most urgent of all human questions, 
this question about the name, is all men’s need, all his boldness before God.”832  The Deity’s 
answer is in the form of a question.  While classified as a response it is, in fact, an evasion.
833
  
For Brueggemann, the Deity stops short of what could be the ultimate gift of the Divine name.
 834
   
As if to avoid Jacob’s question all together, the text immediately reports (v. 30b) the 
Deity’s action of blessing Jacob where he stands. (םש ותא ךרביו)  Looking for an adjacent pairing 
we now return to Jacob’s first request in v. 27b2.   In the final clause of v. 27b2, the second 
speaker, soon to be identified as Jacob, requests a blessing from the first speaker. ( םא יכ-ינתכרב )  
This request and its paired narrative action in v. 30b stand outside the discussion of names (d-d`), 
encompassing the verbal jockeying for identities.  For some scholars the reason for the 
placement of Jacob’s initial blessing request in v. 27b2 is due to the narrative description of the 
                                                 
831
 For example, Wenham argues that “Jacob’s rebaptism as Israel is equally significant [to Abraham and Sarah’s 
name changes, added by ET], for Israel is of course the name of the nation, and in granting it, Jacob’s opponent 
reveals the true import of the encounter.”  Wenham, "Genesis 16-50," 296.   
832
 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 322. 
833
 There are scholarly explanations for the circumvention, most of which center on the idea that if the Deity’s name 
is known to humans they would have power over the Divine.  Brueggemann contends that the Deity must remain 
hidden to be considered ‘intact’ as a Divine being.  Brueggemann, Genesis, 269.  Also see Westermann, Genesis: A 
Practical Commentary, 229.  Von Rad maintains that if a human knows the name of the Deity then the Deity can be 
summoned at will by the human.  Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 322.  Brown, however, contends that refusal 
to surrender his name “reveals, paradoxically, his divine status (v. 30; see Judg. 13:18), for immediately thereafter 
Jacob pronounces the name of the site (v.31).”  Brown, "Manifest Diversity: The Presence of God in Genesis," 12. 
834
 Brueggemann, Genesis, 269. 
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rising sun in v. 25.
835
  Most argue that the dawn brings with it the ability to identify his 
opponent.
836
  If Jacob is going to ask for a blessing, “one must assume that Jacob has discovered 
something of the divine nature of his opponent.”837  He takes advantage of the physical situation 
to demand a continuation of the verbal dialogue.  He “invokes and petitions God to make sure of 
his continued support as he moves back into the land and prepares to meet Esau.”838  The 
demand for a blessing is answered in v. 30b.   
Scholars, however, continue to see the change of name from Jacob to Israel as the 
blessing.
839
  Speiser even goes so far as to state that, “no blessing can be involved at this point [v. 
30b, added by ET], since that was already represented in the change of name.”840  For Sarna, the 
justification of the blessing is also the new name because it signals a “final purging of the 
unsavory character traits” that Jacob, the trickster, has been associated with.841  Coats has a 
similar but slightly divergent description of the name/blessing juxtaposition.
842
  He argues that 
the focal interest of the unit is the name change.  The essence of the surrounding struggle, he 
states, is some manner of the blessing.  As the new name Israel suggests, Jacob’s success is not 
                                                 
835
 Barthes sees the request, dialogue, and its inclusive narrative, as a familiar episode like mythical narratives where 
the hero must overcome an obstacle or ordeal.  Barthes, Image, Music, Text, 137.  Speiser agrees, stating, “Such 
manifestations serve either as forecasts or as tests.”  Speiser, "Genesis," 256.  Indeed, for over a century “many have 
assumed the text reflects an original oral tradition relating a local legend of a night-time battle, in which a deity 
impedes the human from crossing the river but is compelled to give him a gift.”  Arnold, "Genesis," 283. 
836
 Speiser describes the passage as “a desperate nocturnal struggle with a nameless adversary whose true nature 
does not dawn on Jacob until the physical darkness had begun to lift.”  Speiser, "Genesis," 256. 
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 Von Rad, "Genesis: A Commentary," 321.  Westermann describes Jacob’s attacker as a ‘demon’ and ascribes the 
timing of the blessing to the belief that demons only possess power during the light and lose it at daybreak.  
Westermann, Genesis: A Practical Commentary, 229.  Even if you follow scholarship that defines the attacker as 
human, Turner explains, “Prior to this incident, Jacob believed that he faced a hostile Esau (32:11).  Now, in the 
darkness, an aggressive combatant wrestles with him.  Jacob had struggled with Esau in the womb; does he think he 
does so again at the Jabbok?  Is this the reason why he craves a blessing and is so keen to know his assailant’s 
name?”  Turner, Genesis, 142. 
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 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative Appraisal, 193. 
839
 Steven L. McKenzie, "'You Have Prevailed': The Function of Jacob's Encounter at Peniel in the Jacob Cycle," 
ResQ 23/4 (1980): 229.  See also Victor H. Matthews and Frances Mims, "Jacob the Trickster and Heir of the 
Covenant: A Literary Interpretation," PRSt 12/3 (1985): 193. 
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 Speiser, "Genesis," 255. 
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 Sarna, "Genesis," 227. 
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 Coats, "Genesis," 229-30. 
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only in the physical struggle but in the adjacent pairing of petition and counter-petition between 
the Divine and man.  For Coats, the blessing, while entwined with the name change, in fact, 
stands in parallel to the name change as our adjacent pairs b, c and d suggest.   
Jacob’s final response (e-e’) to this strange encounter (v. 31) may remind the reader of 
the conclusion of Hagar’s Divine/human relational dialogue.843  Similar to Hagar, Jacob calls a 
name.  While Hagar named the Deity, Jacob names the location where he has encountered the 
Divine. ( יכ לאינפ םוקמה םש בקעי ארקיו-לא םינפ םיהלא יתיאר-נ לצנתו םינפ ישפ )  Although there has been 
no direct reference in the dialogue of a face-to-face motif,
844
 Jacob claims such an experience 
due, in part, to the previous conversational pairs.  In Wenham’s opinion the wrestling aspect and 
the name change are not as important to Jacob as the fact that after encountering the Divine in 
face to face conversation, he has survived.
845
  It is only through the overall dialogue exchange (e) 
that we learn anything regarding this perilous and auspicious event (e`). 
Within the Gen 32 Divine/human relational dialogue there are some of the clearest 
examples of adjacency pairing we have seen.  From a relationship stand point this conversation is 
also interesting as the participants seem to manipulate the situation to their advantage, changing 
the power structure within the dialogue as they progress through it.  In v. 27 Jacob is the stronger 
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 Translation issues aside, scholars are in agreement that both passages (Gen 16 and 32) carry the general meaning 
of seeing or being seen by the Divine and surviving.  Humphrey’s states, “In the story-world of Genesis [where, 
added by ET] God has engaged humans directly, this is the first in which the encounter is clearly stated to have been 
in terms of seeing.  This may have been the case with Hagar in Genesis 16:13-14, but the text in that instance is not 
clear.  Several characters have spoken with God.  Jacob alone wrestles with him.  Jacob alone clearly sees him.  And 
Jacob survives—his life delivered.”   Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis: A Narrative 
Appraisal, 195.  Gunkel explains, “The general idea underlying this clause is the frequent notion in ancient Israel 
that whoever saw the deity must die (Judg 6:22; 13:22; Exod 33:20) for so the deity guards his secret.  He may well 
permit a human eye to see his face, but he does not allow the human mouth to revel [sic, added by ET] his secret.  
Consequently, whoever has seen God’s face and remained alive experiences particular good fortune (cf. Judg 6:23; 
13:23; Deut 34:10).”  Gunkel, Genesis, 351.  Sarna argues from a slightly different perspective.  He states, “God 
explicitly tells Moses, ‘Man may not see Me and live!’  This is the biblical way of expressing the intensity of the 
experience of the individual encounter with the Divine Presence—the utterly overwhelming nature of the mysterious 
contact with the awesome majesty of the transcendent yet immanent God.”  Sarna, "Genesis," 228. 
844
 Coats lists “one possible exception being the allusion to the face of God in 33:10.”  Coats, "Genesis," 230. 
845
 Wenham, "Genesis 16-50," 297. 
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party, refusing to send away the Divine.  In the second exchange the Deity is in control and 
Jacob answers the Divine’s question simply and truthfully.  The third pairing, according to 
Brueggemann, is an ‘act of incredible boldness’ on Jacob’s part.  The human assumes priority 
and demands to know the Deity’s name which is circumvented.846  The blessing that is requested 
by Jacob in v. 27b2 is fulfilled by the Divine in v. 30b.  The exact details of the blessing are 
debatable but what is certain is that the blessing does, in fact, encompass the patriarch’s name 
change.  The final adjacent pair is Jacob’s evaluation of the Divine/human encounter.  He names 
the location Peniel because he has survived his tumultuous face to face meeting with the Deity.  
As far as Divine/human relationships go, this dialogue is one of the most intense.  The adjacent 
pairs are as sharp in contrast as the bond between Divine and human.  Surrounding the identity of 
each participant is the bestowal of a blessing.  The name of each individual may not be known or 
even made clear but what is sure is that a blessing can only be issued from the Deity. 
D. Conclusions 
Within these Divine/human relational dialogues we have seen all manner of what many would 
call bad human behavior.  Persons who, due to improper and even immoral activities, are under 
condemnation, who lie and avoid responsibility for their actions.  Individuals of respectability 
who doubt, demand, question and challenge the Deity they supposedly believe in.  There are, 
however, two major themes that run through these dialogues.   
First is the fact that the Deity, through dialogue, expresses a knowledge of the individual 
named within the conversation.  Their situation and relationships are ever present in the adjacent 
pairs.  The Deity’s choice of question and response is not tangential.  It is focused and poignantly 
specific to the individual human’s situation.  For the length of the conversation there is no other 
Divine/human personal relationship as important as that of the named individual.   
                                                 
846
 Brueggemann, Genesis, 268-69. 
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Second is the idea that the human perspective must be expressed.  Within each of these 
dialogues the human voices what amounts to their limited world view.  The Divine does not 
belittle these relatively trivial concerns.  Instead, the Deity, explicitly addressed almost every 
trepidation with a wider possibility – a future or perspective the human did not have the capacity 
to perceive.  
Individual conversations also reveal some interesting truths.  From the Cain dialogue we 
learn that regardless of the crime a human is still entitled to Divine patronage, though restricted 
that protection might be.  The Hagar dialogue demonstrates the fact that even when no personal 
human relationships exist, relationship with the Deity is possible.  Within the dialogues of 
chapters 17 and 18 we observed that the term ‘secondary character’ is not a true moniker.  Every 
individual, whether on stage or not, is known and identified as important to the Divine.  A study 
of the visionary dialogue in Gen 15 indicated that first, belief and knowledge are different, 
second that questioning and challenging the Deity can build human understanding and finally, 
signs leading to sure knowledge only come after belief and acting on that belief.  The final 
Divine/human relational dialogue confirmed that it is impossible to know the Deity as intimately 
as the Divine knows us.  However, if you refuse to send the Deity away requests for blessings 
will be fulfilled.
847
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 Schwartz states, “God may be approached by approaching otherness in all its forms.  This does not mean we will 
fully understand God; just that we will understand more about God or the ways God works in the world.”  Schwartz, 
"God the Stranger," 43. 
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Chapter 4:  Divine/human Relational Dialogue  
 
I began this thesis with the question, “Is it possible to find an interpersonal relationship model 
between lowly humans and the Divine as contained within conversation in Genesis?”  My aim in 
this study was to develop a model of Divine/human relational dialogue that would then inform a 
model of the Divine/human relationship.  Through the identification of latent elements and the 
use of form and narrative criticism it was possible to define and then extract relational dialogue 
from the surrounding narrative.  While no rigid Divine/human relational dialogue formula could 
be established what has been discovered is a model with great applications to a better 
understanding of the overall Divine/human relationship.   
For the purpose of this thesis ‘dialogue’ was defined as verbal communication between 
two or more individuals, one of whom could be identified as the Deity, with interaction carried 
out for social purposes rather than as an exchange of goods and services.  These conversations 
went beyond the typical ‘call and response’ construction to include a ‘cooperative endeavor’ in 
the form of social interaction between the Deity and an individual human.  This interaction, our 
dialogue analysis proved, showed a Deity with an existing knowledge and relationship with the 
human conversational partner.   
The examination of the initiation of dialogue disclosed simple and unassuming 
beginnings.  There was no Divine ‘grand entrance’ or dramatic upheaval in the life of the human 
to announce the commencement of the Divine/human verbal exchange.  There may have been 
some previous human narrative action but it is the Deity who spoke first and with this first 
expression came acknowledgement of an existing relationship and recognition of the human 
condition.  In each case the human’s social, moral or subordinate status was no impediment to 
Divine/human relational dialogue. 
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One of the key elements under scrutiny in this thesis was the manner in which a proper 
name was used within the confines of relational dialogue.  This study revealed that a name was 
more than its etymology.  When used by the Deity, a name acknowledged the human 
individual’s standing before the Divine and in the world.  The named person was no longer 
impersonal but a complete individual before the Deity.  This human was also shown to have a 
privileged relationship with the Divine separate from conventional society that surrounded them.  
Through the use of a name the importance of character, identity and destiny were revealed and it 
was established that the individual did not exist on the Deity’s periphery.   
The anticipated finding of this thesis was the discovery of a model of the Divine/human 
relationship.  What was most interesting to me was the knowledge that, while it is impossible to 
know the Deity as intimately as the Deity knows us, engagement in Divine/human dialogue 
demonstrated there was no other personal relationship as important to the Divine as that of the 
named individual during the time of the conversation.  On the human side of the dialogue each 
individual was able to openly express their limited mortal perspective without Divine ridicule 
and receive, for their effort, a divinely explained broader future.  Divine patronage was not 
limited, as some scholars like to think, to only noteworthy individuals; murders, foreigners and 
tricksters converse with the Deity, ‘secondary characters’ took center stage, and speaking up or 
speaking back broadened the human faith and understanding of the Deity in whom they believed.  
The model of Divine/human relational dialogue shows that, regardless of Israel’s848 special 
relationship with the Deity, a Divine/human relationship begins on the level of the individual 
who is known by their Deity. 
 
  
                                                 
848
 Understood as a nation or the more modern concept of an organized religion. 
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